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This study explored teachers’ perceptions of the identification and utilisation of character 
strengths as support for learners. The role of teachers in learner support has changed 
dramatically with the implementation of inclusive education policies in South Africa. Inclusive 
education requires that teachers support diverse learner needs, celebrate diversity, and 
acknowledge learners’ strengths, rather than focusing on learner challenges.  
It is proposed in this study that a paradigm shift is needed for teachers to move away from a 
focus on challenges of diversity and rather celebrate it by focusing on the assets and strengths 
of the learners. One such way is to identify learners’ character strengths and to implement these 
asset-based principles in the classroom to support learners. Character strengths for learner 
support is an approach embedded in positive psychology, which encourages teachers to 
acknowledge and use the unique, innate positive traits of learners instead of focusing mostly 
on what learners lack.  
A phenomenological qualitative study in one mainstream primary school in South Africa 
explored grade 7 teachers’ perceptions of character strengths identification and utilisation for 
learner support. The study was embedded in the PERMA model of well-being and 
Bronfenbrenner’s Bio-ecological model. Data were collected through staff development 
workshop feedback forms and semi-structured individual interviews. Data were analysed using 
thematic analysis.  
The main findings of the study indicated that teachers found the workshop on character 
strengths empowering, insightful and of value. Findings further indicated that teachers’ 
knowledge and awareness of character strengths transferred to their views on supportive 
inclusive pedagogies and to spontaneous implementation of character strengths-based 
principles in the classroom. Holistic support of learners to help them flourish, their overall 
well-being at school, and learners’ self-development were identified as noteworthy outcomes 
when focusing on character strengths in supporting learners.  
Key words: Asset-based principles, character strengths, flourish inclusive education, 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND ORIENTATION TO THE STUDY 
 
1.1 INTRODUCTION 
The global movement towards inclusive education aims to create a supportive atmosphere for 
a diverse range of learning, where each learner feels they belong, regardless of their differences 
(Nel et al., 2016). The Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994) built on the inclusive principle 
of ‘schools for all’, where everyone is included, differences are celebrated, and individual 
needs are supported. By the end of 1997, The National Commission on Special Education 
Needs and Training (NCSNET) and the National Committee of Education Support Services 
(NCESS) had compiled policies on inclusive education. This was the turning point for the 
implementation of inclusive education principles in South Africa (Naicker, 2011). The 
Education White Paper 6: Special Education (EWP6) – Building an Inclusive Education and 
Training System (Department of Education, 2001) explains that inclusive education and 
training acknowledge that although children are different and may have different needs, all 
children and youth can learn. It further stipulates that the provision of education for learners is 
ideally based on the level of support that a child needs to overcome barriers and to achieve. 
Inclusive education asks teachers to manage and support learners, often different in cognitive 
abilities, competency levels and emotional development (Dreyer, 2017). 
The essence of inclusive education is to potentially offer equal opportunities through the 
inclusion of all learners, the accommodation of individual differences and to support children 
to achieve (Florian, 2015). To include all learners in a classroom, teachers need to respect 
diversity, allow all students to participate in the educational process and support all learners 
regarding individual needs (Mampane, 2017). In this context, teachers and schools are expected 
to offer learner support to all, regardless of diverse levels of abilities, different cultural 
backgrounds, genders, religions, and any additional situations and challenges that present in 
the classroom (Loreman, 2017). 
This study explored the perceptions of teachers in a mainstream school when character 
strengths of learners are identified and utilised as an approach to support learners in the 
classroom. Teachers need to review all the resources, strategies, and practices that can be 
utilised in the classroom to provide physical, social, emotional, and intellectual support to all 
learners (Darling-Hammond & Cook-Harvey, 2018). Learner support promotes active 




support is critical for a successful learning environment and can be done in various ways (Bates, 
2014). However, it is no easy task for teachers to support all learners and their diverse needs in 
an inclusive educational context (Atanasoska et al., 2014). Teachers feel overwhelmed by 
professional responsibilities, their self-perceived lack of competencies to support all learners 
and the challenges of including all learners in the educational process (Engelbrecht et al., 2003). 
The diverse needs of learners with different levels of abilities in one classroom pose challenges 
to teachers (Luningo, 2015). 
The challenges may cause educators to become distracted from positive aspects they can use 
to support all learners. To divert teachers’ attention from the challenges to the positive aspects 
of learners, such as character strengths, a positive psychology perspective can be helpful 
(Brunzell et al., 2019). Positive psychology may be defined as the scientific study of combined 
experiences of both happiness or well-being and the challenging events or adverse 
circumstances in the lives of individuals (Seligman et al., 2005). Seligman et al. (2005) further 
explain that positive psychology includes the study of ‘positive emotions, positive character 
traits, and enabling institutions’ (p. 410). The goal of positive psychology is not to ignore 
challenges, but to be less preoccupied with what is wrong, and concentrate on positive qualities 
of people, specifically concerning character strengths (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). 
The term character strengths refer to positive individual traits that a person possesses which 
are both stable across one’s lifespan and may possibly develop because of the individuals’ 
interaction with the environment (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Positive psychology suggests 
that teachers’ increased awareness of learners’ positive strengths could complement a 
classroom environment that ensures trust and respect for diversity (Lopez et al., 2015).  
In this chapter, I discuss the background to this study, the rationale and the problem statement. 
The research questions are presented. They are followed by the theoretical framework, the aims 
and objectives of the study, and a concise description of the research design and methodology, 
which are expanded in Chapter 3. 
1.2 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 
Inclusive education acknowledges the individual differences of children and promotes the 
acceptance of heterogeneity in the classroom (Rudakova & Roslyakova, 2017). Although the 
acknowledgement of diversity is foregrounded in literature on inclusive education, it is 
important to note that instead of seeing diversity as a challenge, diversity in inclusive education 




(UNESCO, 1994). This further implies that in the context of this study, where all participants 
are part of a mainstream school, inclusion of diversity refers to a much broader concept of 
diversity, and how teachers respond to learners’ diverse needs. Diversity among learners 
includes aspects such as different cognitive abilities, socio-economic status, various ethnic 
backgrounds, and different languages (Reygan & Steyn, 2017).  
Two leading paradigms related to educational support for learners are the medical-deficit 
model and the social-ecological model. The medical discourse on inclusion assumes the origin 
of problems to be within the child and asks questions such as 'what is wrong with the child?’ 
to diagnose an 'illness,' and asks, 'how can we fix the problem or treat the illness within for the 
child to learn and develop in a “normal” way?’ (Swart & Pettipher, 2019). It was only from the 
early twentieth century that a more integrative perspective emerged and psychologists started 
sharing ideas about the importance of the social environment of people and children rather than 
the individual alone (Compton & Hoffman, 2013). In contrast to the medical-deficit model, the 
social-ecological model focuses on the interaction between an individual and the environment 
and its effect on development in general, including developing one’s full potential (Swart & 
Pettipher, 2019).  
One such model that is based on the socio-ecological approach is Bronfenbrenner’s Bio-
ecological Model. Bronfenbrenner postulates that an individual’s development is influenced 
by his/her active participation with the immediate environment and the larger contexts they 
find themselves in (Bronfenbrenner, 1981). The environment of the child is categorised into 
five interactive systems, namely, the microsystem, the mesosystem, the exosystem, the 
macrosystem and the chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). The child develops within the 
context of the different systems where he/she is in a constant, bi-directional interaction with 
other individuals, the environment and activities (Shelton, 2019). These systems are arranged 
according to proximity, with the microsystem being the closest to the child and consisting of 
constructs that have direct influence on the child (Hayes et al., 2017), such as the interaction 
with parents, other family members, teachers and peers (Donald et al., 2014). This study 
focused on the child and his/her proximal interactions within the microsystem, specifically the 
learner’s relationship with teachers.  
The school and the teachers are positioned within the microsystem as key role players who 
influence the learner’s holistic development, including academic, social, emotional and 




and nurturing the teacher-child relationships are, and the more inviting and accommodating the 
learning environment, the better the learner will learn and develop a sense of well-being 
(Bronfenbrenner, 2005). Bronfenbrenner further states that the interactions between the 
environment and the individual that have the most impact on the child’s well-being will be 
those that are most meaningful to the individual (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Therefore, it is 
suggested that teachers focus on creating meaningful learning experiences and a sense of 
belonging in the classroom to support positive development and well-being in learners 
(Bornman & Rose, 2016).  
The concept of well-being constitutes one of the major components in the field of positive 
psychology (Rashid & Seligman, 2019). The past two decades have seen an expanding growth 
in research and practice of positive psychology across a range of fields, including education. 
The growing body of literature suggests that the application of positive psychology principles 
in education has a beneficial impact on learners, educators and their families (White & Kern, 
2018). Seligman et al. (2009) dedicated fifteen years of research to testing two different 
positive psychology programmes in education: The Penn Resilience Program (PRP) and the 
Strath Haven Positive Psychology Curriculum. The major goals of these programmes were to 
help students identify their character strengths.  
Results indicated that the identification and utilisation of character strengths of the learners led 
to an increased level of enjoyment and engagement in school. Teachers reported that learners 
showed greater love for learning, and improved social skills such as co-operation, assertiveness 
and self-control became evident. The Geelong Grammar School Model (GGS Model) for 
Positive Education in Australia was developed over a period of five years and provides a 
successful framework for the implementation of positive psychology principles in education 
(Norrish et al., 2013). This positive education model focuses on the well-being of the learners 
by emphasising positive emotions, positive engagement, positive accomplishment, positive 
purpose, positive relationships, and positive health, all building on character strengths. These 
aspects are closely linked to the PERMA model, developed by Seligman (2011) and constitutes 
a model of flourishing based on increased positive emotion, positive engagement, positive 
relationships, meaning, and accomplishment (Goodman et al., 2017). The PERMA model is 
described in detail in Chapter 2 (2.4.1). 
The implementation of positive psychology principles in education was reviewed by Adler and 




resilience programmes in India, a positive education programme in China, and training of 
teachers and school leaders in positive education in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). In 2014, 
the first school in the world opened an on-campus research, training, and development institute 
in Australia, dedicated to positive education. In addition, the Collaborative for Academic, 
Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL) in the United States of America has been 
implementing positive education for more than twenty years. Wellington College in the United 
Kingdom has adopted and integrated positive psychology principles in their school since 2006.  
Although there is limited literature that mentions positive psychology programmes in schools 
in South Africa, there is an indication that some institutions are moving towards the 
implementation of positive psychology principles. The Centre for Positive Education (Centre 
for Positive Education, n.d.) offers training, workshops and a positive education programme 
for teachers and schools to encourage well-being and flourishing of the whole school 
community. Positive Education South Africa is a Cape Town based institution which focuses 
on mindfulness principles in positive psychology (Positive Education SA, 2018). The 
mindfulness programmes are implemented over a period of six to eight weeks and are adapted 
to suit the South African context. The implementation of these programmes includes 
information sessions with parents and training for teachers. Positive Education South Africa 
additionally offers Values-in-Action programmes which aim to create a nurturing and 
appreciative environment in schools. The identification of character strengths through the VIA 
Character Strengths Survey gives learners the opportunity to apply their strengths and celebrate 
their own and others’ uniqueness. St Andrew’s College in Grahamstown implemented a week-
long workshop for teachers and learners presented by Mr S. Murray, the headmaster of St 
Peter’s College in Australia in 2018 on positive psychology. The programme focused on how 
the implementations of positive psychology principles such as character strengths 
identification, positive experiences and positive schools can enhance well-being among 
learners (St Andrew's College, 2016). 
Three main themes in positive psychology emerged from the work done by Seligman and 
Csikszentmihalyi (2000), namely, subjective positive feelings, positive character strengths and 
positive civic virtues amongst members of a community. As evident from these main themes, 
the identification, nurturing and enhancement of individual strengths to promote well-being in 
human beings from all three perspectives are key aspects of positive psychology (Wissing et 




Although character strengths have been documented by philosophers and theologians for 
centuries, science has confirmed only recently the advantages of identifying and utilising these 
strengths (Niemiec, 2014). A growing amount of research in the field of positive psychology 
reveals that character strengths such as hope, social intelligence, self-control and perspective 
can lessen the negative effects of stress and trauma and can even prevent or mitigate disorders 
in their onset (Peterson & Park, 2011).  
Professionals and specialists in the field have made concerted efforts to promote and apply 
concepts of positive psychology in the school context (Bentea & de Jos, 2018). A review of 
studies done by Quinlan et al. (2015) indicate that the implementation of character strength-
based principles has a reliable and positive effect on learners’ active participation in class, 
subsequently impacting academic achievement and overall well-being. Ferguson (2018) further 
suggests that a character strengths-based approach taps into the assets of individuals, such as 
the learners’ intrinsic abilities, strengths, and capacities and is relevant to holistic support (Eloff 
& Ebersöhn, 2001). The asset-based approach is thus internally focused (Ebersöhn & Eloff, 
2006). 
However, despite the progress, the principles of positive psychology as an intervention for 
learner and teacher support are still grossly under-used in the classroom (Kennette & Myatt, 
2018). Unfortunately, most educational institutions still focus on what is lacking regarding the 
child’s abilities or academic performance (Bates-Krakoff et al., 2016). Bouwer (2019) believes 
that many educational institutions even now show a disregard for individual differences and 
focus on deficits rather than on strengths and potential. 
1.3 RATIONALE 
Teaching is a passion for many educators, but it is no simple, uncomplicated profession. 
Research indicates that teaching is such a high stress occupation, with many responsibilities 
and extremely high expectations, that almost half of all new teachers leave the field of 
education within the first five years (Ansley et al., 2018). Teachers face multiple and complex 
challenges in the education sector.  
Donohue and Bornman (2014) believe that South Africa's unique history and diversity pose 
many challenges for teachers regarding inclusive education because of the complex variety of 
ethnic groups, so many different languages, socio-economic challenges and a lack of support 
for teachers. McKenzie et al. (2018) state that teaching inclusively in diverse contexts requires 




shown that teachers feel challenged because they are not trained to assist learners with diverse 
and special educational needs in one classroom (McKenzie et al., 2018). A study carried out in 
Swaziland, for example, reported that teachers struggle to support all learners due to a lack of 
training and skills, insufficient materials to offer support to all learners, too many learners in 
one classroom, time constraints in working through the curriculum, and an environment that 
does not offer opportunities for all learners to participate in the education process (Thwala, 
2015). Studies in rural South African contexts indicate many challenges such as too few 
teachers in the school (Peter, 2012).  There is pressure to finish the curriculum on time, parents 
are not involved in their children’s education and teachers are confused about their roles, 
whether they are teachers or counsellors. Some children have no vision or dream for their future 
(Peter, 2012). 
Learner well-being in schools is a challenge that teachers must deal with constantly. Academic 
standards and performance increase focus on cognitive abilities, and societal and family 
expectations all pose threats to the learners’ social and psychological well-being (Ofori et al., 
2018; Zhang, 2016). Teachers have been charged to move from a teacher-centred approach of 
teaching to a more learner-centred approach, where the focus is on the individual needs of the 
learner and the support the educator is required to deliver (Nariman & Chrispeels, 2016). Such 
an approach aligns well with the challenge to assist and support learners with different levels 
of abilities and needs in one classroom. Over the last ten years, the global movement towards 
the development of inclusive education and the support of learners with diverse needs and 
different levels of abilities in one classroom has posed more challenges to teachers (Luningo, 
2015). Within inclusive classrooms, teachers are expected to be able to identify diverse needs 
of learners, to work around learning barriers, create opportunities for all learners to be actively 
involved in the learning process and to make suitable adaptations to curriculums (Tyagi, 2016). 
Given the diverse and unique needs of all learners, the different academic abilities and the 
heterogeneous cultures and languages in classrooms at present, it is clear that teachers are 
challenged to create supportive and accommodating learning environments where learners feel 
they belong and where they can achieve (Dreyer, 2017; Tyagi, 2016). A core aspect of 
inclusivity is to address, respond to and support the diverse needs of each learner in the 
classroom (Jachova et al., 2018). In such an environment, children can learn together in a 
context where individuality is valued and each learner is engaged in the learning process (Spratt 




Although the ideals of inclusive education have been incorporated into the policies and 
legislation in South Africa, the principles are often met with apprehension, and progress in 
implementing these principles has been slow (Walton, 2018). Teachers feel that because of 
overcrowded classes, they are restricted to a ‘chalk and talk’ method of teaching and they are 
not able to give individual attention and support to all learners (Marais, 2016). Nel et al. (2016) 
report that teachers perceive themselves to be ill-equipped and unqualified to assist all learners 
regarding diverse needs. The same authors found that these negative attitudes are reflected in 
their classrooms and in their interactions with learners. According to a study done by 
Mfuthwana and Dreyer (2018), educators in South Africa have a clear understanding of what 
inclusivity means, but its unsatisfactory implementation can be linked to   teachers not having 
the skills, knowledge or experience to successfully support learners and implement inclusive 
approaches and strategies. Mahlo (2017) explains that a lack of support for teachers in the form 
of training or empowerment programmes and a lack of resources to provide adequate support 
for all learners may also contribute to unsatisfactory implementation of inclusive education 
principles.  
I therefore argue that teacher empowerment is crucial if educators want to successfully support 
diverse needs of learners in a mainstream school. Yoro et al. (2020) indicate that newly trained 
educators in South Africa display a positive attitude and more confidence in supporting the 
diverse needs of learners.  However, most mainstream educators are uncertain about how to 
give support to learners with diverse needs (Engelbrecht et al., 2013).  
Although there is a clear imperative to create inclusive environments based on an inclusive 
approach, the reality may challenge good intentions. Furthermore, teachers tend to focus more 
on the problems or challenges in the teaching environment, than the assets and strengths of 
learners (Renkly & Bertolini, 2018). For example, in a personal diary written during a study of 
the implementation of the asset-based approach to teaching grade 7 learners, Venter (2013, p. 
97) wrote: 
 
The teacher seemed so focused on the challenges in her classroom such as the discipline 
difficulties, the amount of admin work, the challenges of maintaining the learner’s 
attention, that she seemed to lose focus on the assets and strengths that she has within 





There are various ways in which teachers can create an inclusive environment in the classroom 
where individuality is supported, such as the implementation of an asset-based approach 
(Johnson, 2019). According to Ciarrochi et al. (2016), when applying positive psychology 
principles in the education setting, the teacher's focus needs to be on the strengths of the child 
and to create positive experiences to promote human flourishing. From the positive psychology 
perspective, character strengths in education can thus be viewed as a valuable personal resource 
of a child that can be unlocked by teachers to support and promote the development of each 
learner in the classroom (Bogomaz et al., 2015). Furthermore, a study by Shoshani and Shwartz 
(2018) on using the Character Strength Inventory for Elementary School Children indicates 
that it is important to identify and utilise character strengths in the classroom as it can lead to 
the positive development of children where they thrive and flourish. The same author further 
states that it may even serve as a buffer against mental health difficulties. 
 
Evidence exists of positive psychology initiatives to support learner development and well-
being. An evidence-based study, conducted in Australia by White and Kern (2018), found that 
students have benefitted from a positive psychology approach where learners' academic 
performance and well-being improved. Huebner and Hills (2011) concluded, after conducting 
a literature review, that although enough research exists to confirm the beneficial effect of a 
positive psychology approach in schools, the implementation of these principles is moving 
slowly and most educators still work from a 'problem-based' and 'problem-solving' 
methodology. Little is known regarding the implementation of positive psychology principles 
in the South African context.  
Karten (2010) proposes that teachers should focus on creating learning environments that 
recognise individuality. He discusses means that can be used by teachers in the classroom to 
support and cultivate individuality. Some of these approaches include personalising learning 
choices, creating awareness of multiple intelligences of learners, universal design for learning, 
and incorporating sensory elements like hearing, seeing or touching to reinforce knowledge 
and skills. Although teachers try to accommodate individual differences through the use of 
inclusive pedagogies, there is still no clear evidence about specific strategies to identify and 
utilise character strengths to implement inclusive education (Furlong et al., 2014). 
It is evident from the preceding discussion that the identification and utilisation of unique, 
individual strengths and assets may be beneficial in supporting all learners, promote inclusivity 




1.4 PROBLEM STATEMENT 
Given the preceding arguments, teachers are often focused on the challenges in the classroom 
and the challenges of inclusive education, leaving little time to recognise and utilise strengths 
or assets of learners and to create a learning environment that supports diversity and uniqueness 
(Bornman & Rose, 2016).  
Developing a strength-based practice in education encourages teachers to tap into the assets of 
learners (Lin, 2020). Grounded in the principles of a positive psychology framework, these 
practices in education, also known as positive education, have at their core the promotion of 
well-being and academic performance of learners (Adler & Seligman, 2018). Asset-based 
approaches in the classroom focus on promoting a positive learning environment to increase 
optimal functioning of learners (Bozkurt, 2014). Interventions implemented in positive 
education thus call for activities that build on individual strengths and that result in overall 
well-being (Bentea & de Jos, 2018).  
Each learner brings an abundance of strengths to the educational environment (Annobil & 
Thompson, 2018). Asset-based interventions, such as the identification and implementation of 
learners’ character strengths may therefore help teachers to become more aware of assets 
instead of the challenges (Golab et al., 2018). Teachers are encouraged to focus on assets to 
better support learners with different and unique needs.  
1.5 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
Considering the discussion and motivation, the research questions are: 
1.5.1 Research question 1:  
• What are the perceptions of grade 7 teachers regarding the identification and utilisation 
of character strengths for learner support in a mainstream classroom? 
1.5.2 Research question 2: 
• What are the views of grade 7 teachers on incorporating character strengths to support 
all learners in a mainstream classroom?  
1.6 AIMS AND OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 
The aim of this study was to explore grade 7 teachers’ perceptions of the identification and 
utilisation of character strengths as an approach to support learners in a mainstream classroom. 




• To elicit grade 7 teachers’ perceptions concerning the identification and utilisation of 
character strengths for learner support in a mainstream classroom. 
• To explore and describe grade 7 teachers’ views on incorporating character strengths 
as an approach to support learners in a mainstream classroom. 
1.7 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
McMillan and Schumacher (2010) define a theoretical framework as the scholarly perspective 
from which the problem in the research study is looked at. It is important to develop a clear 
and in-depth framework from which one can investigate the given problem. Without such a 
frame of reference, findings might be incongruent and distorted (Bezuidenhout, 2013).  
In this study, the theoretical framework I used was positive psychology. In this chapter, I 
provide a brief description of positive psychology and how I used this framework to navigate 
this study. 
Positive psychology refers to the scientific study of the strengths and virtues of individuals that 
enable them to flourish and thrive (Ackerman, 2018). The field of positive psychology, 
according to Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000), is concerned with an individual's feelings 
of well-being, hope and happiness. The same authors explain that positive psychology at an 
individual level is concerned with character strengths, such as, interpersonal skills or the ability 
to persevere. Lastly, at a group level, positive psychology examines positive institutions, such 
as schools or companies that exhibit virtues such honesty, responsibility and effective work 
ethics (civic virtues). In this study, I focused on the aspect of positive psychology that relates 
to individual character strengths. 
Character strengths are defined as positive ways in which individuals prefer to think, feel and 
behave (Niemiec, 2014). Peterson and Seligman (2004) developed the Values in Action 
Character Strengths Survey (The VIA), which is a functional instrument to identify twenty-
four character strengths which are present in all human beings to different degrees, resulting in 
a unique character profile for each individual. The VIA Survey categorises the character 
strengths under six virtues (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). This model has been applied in a 
variety of different settings, from organisations (Harzer & Ruch, 2015) to education (Bates-
Krakoff et al., 2016; Linkins et al., 2015; Wagner & Ruch, 2015). The VIA classification tool 





I used a similar tool to the VIA classification of strengths to collect information about learners’ 
character strengths in this study. Tall Trees is a questionnaire that was developed by Hettie 
Brittz and Annatjie van Zyl (2010) and attempts to identify unique character strengths of 
individuals. The Tall Trees framework is used to explore and describe how teachers becoming 
aware of learner’s strengths as an asset can be used to support all learners in the classroom.  
There is an overlap between the character strengths identified in the VIA and the Tall Trees 
questionnaire. This overlap is illustrated in Table 1.1.  
Table 1 
The Overlap Between Character Strengths Identified in the VIA and in Tall Trees 
VIA – values and 
character strengths 





Love of learning  
[Virtue: Wisdom] 
Creative, initiates things, able to think out of the box  
Curious, inquisitive 
Often displays wisdom, able to see the big picture 
Able to be objective, logical, analytical, and accurate 






Takes chances, fearless, enjoys challenges 
Extremely optimistic and positive, adventurous, enthusiastic 
True to self, values the truth, authentic, sincere 






People-orientated, warm, friendly, makes friends easily, helpful 
and supportive 
Shows physical affection easily, shares feelings openly 






Stands up for things they believe in, not scared to speak up against 
unfairness of any kind 
Strong leadership qualities, enjoys taking the lead 












Flourishes in spotlight, entertains people and makes them laugh, 
diffuses conflict with humour. 
Displays optimistic life-view 
Aims for, expects, and appreciate excellence 
 
Inclined to be content with life, not jealous 
Approaches life seriously and is committed to a worthwhile goal 
Note. The data in the left column of Table 1.1 is from The Via Institute on Character and can 
be accessed at https://www.viacharacter.org/character-strengths (VIA Institute on Character, 
n.d.). The character strengths shown in the right column of Table 1.1 is derived from the Tall 
Trees Manual (Brittz & Van Zyl, 2010). A qualified Master’s in Positive Psychology (MAP) 
practitioner and Tall Trees Facilitator reviewed the overlap between the VIA-strengths and Tall 
Trees.  
1.8 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
In this chapter, I present a concise overview of the research methodology implemented in this 
study. A detailed description is given in Chapter 3.  
This study followed a qualitative research approach as it was best suited to the explorative 
nature of the study to discover new and interesting findings (Chandra & Shang, 2019). The 
study used an interpretive paradigm as the worldview from which the study was conducted, as 
I believe that reality, in this case the perceptions of teachers, is socially constructed and 
becomes meaningful through this process. The qualitative research design most appropriate for 
this study was the phenomenological design because the focus was on exploring and describing 
teachers’ beliefs and perspectives. Purposive sampling of seven selected grade 7 teachers and 
one school site was followed to investigate the perceptions and experiences of grade 7 teachers 
regarding the identification and use of character strengths as an asset-based approach for 
learner support. 
1.8.1 Sample selection 
The following criteria were used for purposive selection:  
a.) One primary school in Gauteng was purposively selected as the site for the research. 




staff development workshop and had given permission to do so. The school was also 
selected purposefully as it was a registered GDE mainstream school. 
b.) All seven grade 7 teachers were purposively selected from the participant mainstream 
primary school in Gauteng, South Africa. The teachers were permanently employed by 
the school and were teaching grade 7 learners. The teachers were fluent in either English 
or Afrikaans to allow for adequate and clear communication between me (as the 
primary data collector) and the other teachers in the workshop and interviews. The 
seven grade 7 teachers all indicated their willingness to participate in the study and 
were all committed until the study was completed. 
1.8.2 Data collection  
Data were collected in two phases. Phase 1 consisted of a staff development workshop based 
on the Tall Trees framework and all seven teachers completed the Tall Trees Questionnaire 
before the workshop to enhance their learning experiences during the workshop. After the 
workshop, each of the seven participants completed feedback forms on their experiences of the 
workshop. Phase 2 included the individual semi-structured interviews to explore teachers’ 
perceptions of identifying and using character strengths as support for learners. A semi-
structured interview is defined as a data collection method that involves a loosely structured 
questionnaire with specific questions around the research questions, but which allow for 
flexibility and the opportunity to probe the interviewee or discuss unanticipated topics (Shaw, 
2010). During this phase 46 Grade 7 learners were asked to complete the Tall Trees 
Questionnaire to elicit their character strengths.  
Neither the teachers’ nor the learners’ questionnaire was included as part of the data collection 
or the data analysis process but served as background information and to guide the teachers. 
The timeline for the data-collection process which included the teachers’ and the learners’ 
questionnaires is illustrated in Chapter 3 (Figure 3.1).  
1.8.3 Data analysis 
Thematic analysis was best suited for this study as the teachers' subjective perceptions, views, 
experiences, and ideas were explored and interpreted (Guest et al., 2012). The data were 
consolidated through the process of identifying codes and categorising them into themes to 
better understand the findings of the study. The data were analysed on a continuous basis to 




about the identification and utilisation of character strengths. A detailed description of the steps 
I followed can be found in Chapter 3 (3.5).  
1.9 CONCEPT CLARIFICATION 
1.9.1 Inclusive education 
Inclusive education refers to an educational approach that provides opportunities for learning 
to a wide range of learners with diverse needs (Dyson & Forlin, 2011). Inclusive education 
does not only refer to children with disabilities or diverse academic needs. As Donald, Lazarus 
and Lolwana (2009) state, an inclusive school is an institution that promotes and fosters a 
culture of non-discriminatory, child-centred support for all children, regardless of diversity. In 
this study, the term inclusive education was used broadly, and referred to support for all 
children, not only those with learning barriers or different academic needs. 
1.9.2 Learning support 
Learning support can be defined as any activity a teacher implements to respond to the diversity 
of the learners in the classroom, to make learning accessible to all and to address individual 
needs (DoE, 2014). In this minor dissertation, learning support refers to any individualised 
support a teacher can give a learner, such as cognitive, emotional, physical or academic 
support. 
1.9.3 Asset-based approach to support in the classroom 
The asset-based approach for learner support does not ignore the challenges of learners 
(Ebersöhn & Eloff, 2006). Instead, teachers are encouraged to approach the problem or 
challenge using interventions that have the current character strengths, abilities, and talents of 
learners at the heart of learner support (Eloff & Ebersöhn, 2001). The asset-based approach is 
learner-centred and assumes that each learner has strengths that can be utilised in the classroom 
to empower them in areas such as increased participation, more effective learning, well-being 
at school and flourishing (Missingham, 2017).  
1.9.4 Character strengths 
Various definitions exist for character strengths. Character strengths are defined by Rashid et 
al. (2015) as personality traits that are morally desired. For this minor dissertation, character 
strengths are defined as attributes a person has that are not necessarily only moral in nature 
(Wissing, 2014), but are also biological in nature and relatively stable, but malleable, traits of 




that can help them participate and flourish in meaningful experiences and contribute to their 
well-being (Rashid & Niemiec, 2014).  
1.9.5 Positive psychology 
Positive psychology is the “scientific and applied approach to uncovering people’s strengths 
and promoting their positive functioning” (Lopez et al., 2015, p. 3). Positive psychology 
principles, in particular character strengths, are the focus of this minor dissertation. Character 
strengths are the “backbone” of positive psychology (Lottman et al., 2017).   
1.9.6 Teacher empowerment 
The empowerment process is a lifelong learning experience, that equips teachers with 
knowledge, new awareness and skills to manage their responsibilities with a sense of meaning, 
self-determination and a belief that they are competent (Singh & Kaur, 2019). Singh and Kaur 
(2019) further explain that psychological empowerment results in educators’ heightened 
awareness of their own strengths that can be utilised in the classroom. 
1.9.7 Perception 
Siegel (2017) describes perception as our beliefs regarding the world around us and how these 
beliefs might make the perceiver respond to a given situation. In this minor dissertation, I 
explored the grade 7 teachers’ perceptions of the identification and utilisation of character 
strengths as an asset-based approach for learner support.  
1.10 DEMARCATION OF CHAPTERS 
Chapter 1 presents the background, rationale and problem statement. It includes the research 
questions, and the aims and objectives of the study. The methodology and research design are 
described briefly. Concepts are clarified and the chapter concludes with an outline of chapters.  
Chapter 2 provides a critical review of current literature and available published works relating 
to the research questions. The literature review commences with the theoretical framework of 
positive psychology that underpins the study. This is followed by a broad overview of literature 
relating to character strengths and asset-based education within inclusive education.  
Based on what was found in the critical literature review, it appears that much research has 
been done on the impact on character strengths utilisation on learners in the classroom. 
However, little is known about teachers identifying and utilising character strengths to support 




The research methodology is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 3, with a focus on research 
aims; the research questions; data collection, data analysis, the trustworthiness of the study and 
ethical considerations. 
Chapter 4 presents and interprets the findings of the study. 
The study concludes in Chapter 5 with a summary of the findings. Conclusions are reached and 
recommendations made for possible research. A critical review concludes the study, and the 




CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
2.1 INTRODUCTION 
Educators face multiple and competing challenges in the classroom, especially when 
attempting to create and provide the necessary support for all learners’ needs (Engelbrecht et 
al., 2015). These needs might give rise to a negative focus on the challenges of diversity and 
inclusivity, instead of embracing individuality. 
In this chapter, I critically review existing literature related to the identification and utilisation 
of character strengths as support for learners, within the wider positive psychology framework. 
After presenting a brief history of the development of personality psychology I define character 
strengths as used in this study. I give a brief description of the deficit model of supporting 
learners as opposed to the asset-based model, which has received a growing amount of interest 
over the last decade in research on education and psychology. The asset-based approach is 
discussed in the context of Bronfenbrenner’s Bio-ecological model.  
I explore the utilisation of character strengths-based practices in education and evaluate 
research findings on the impact of the acknowledgement and utilisation of character strengths 
on learners’ well-being and flourishing. Subsequently, I review literature on how the 
identification and use of strengths may enhance inclusion and support for learners in a 
mainstream school. Finally, I consider the aspect of teacher empowerment, where, through 
available programmes, teachers can be equipped to offer support to all learners in the 
classroom.  
2.2 PERSONALITY AND CHARACTER STRENGTHS 
2.2.1 A brief history 
The study of character and personality has existed in some form since as early as the 5th century 
BCE, with philosophers such as Hippocrates and Aristotle attempting to define these complex 
concepts precisely (Shiner et al., 2012). During the late 18th century, Franz Gall’s perspective 
of differences in behaviour and personality, rooted in anatomy and biology, extended beyond 
the classical and philosophical stance of the Ancient Greek philosophers (Walusinski, 2019). 
The interest in personality increased during the 19th century, when medical professionals 
reconceptualised individual differences amongst people to identify disorders, and research 




The dawn of the 20th century saw an emergence of distinct approaches to understanding 
personality and individual differences (Pennington, 2016). In his book, Essential Personality, 
Pennington (2016) gives an outline of the four dominant approaches: 1) The Psycho-analytical 
approach. Theorists like Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) believed that all human behaviour is 
explained by looking at unconscious motives that drive human behaviour. Individual 
differences and personality could be explained through the unconscious interactions between 
the id, the ego and the superego from within the psyche of the human mind. 2) Costa and 
McCrae proposed the Five-Factor Theory of personality (1996). Working within the 
Dispositional approach, they believed that each person is unique, with individual traits and 
character strengths. These characteristics are seen to be relatively stable over time. 3) The 
Behavioural and cognitive approach. Behavioural theorists like Pavlov (1849-1936) and 
Skinner (1904-1990) understood personality in terms of how the individual acquires a set of 
behaviours. Reinforced behaviour is expected to return, whereas behaviour that is punished 
will most likely not return. 4) The Humanistic approach. Theorists such as Rogers (1902-1987) 
and Maslow (1908-1970) gave rise to the notion that the individual’s experience of the world 
and their environment is important and unique. The Humanistic approach towards 
understanding personality and character strengths emphasises the importance of understanding 
the self so that individuals can reach their full potential, experience overall well-being and live 
a life of fulfilment. 
Towards the end of the 20th century and the beginning of the 21st century, the study of 
personality and character strengths saw an exponential growth towards a positive, asset-based 
approach for explaining individual differences, instead of considering personality as an 
indication of maladaptation (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Positive psychology, as 
discussed in Chapter 1, implements a strength-based approach to mental health and well-being, 
and includes the identification and utilisation of character strengths as one of its crucial 
components (Wissing, 2014). 
2.2.2 Personality and character strengths defined 
Influential personality psychologists over the years continued in their attempts to explain the 
terms of personality and character (Hogan & Sherman, 2019). Theorists differ widely in their 
opinions of what personality entails and the role character strengths play (Noronha & de 
Campos, 2018). Literature lacks a universal definition for terms such as personality and 




an individual’s interactions with the self and their environment to derive a definition and 
explain individual human behaviour (Kumar, 2017). 
Eysenck (1966) and Cattell (1965) (as cited in Hogan & Sherman, 2019) explain the structure 
of personality on the assumption that all people have individual traits that need to be discovered 
and identified. Eysenck and Cattell further influenced the study of human personality, positing 
the biological basis of individual differences and traits (Boyle et al., 2016). 
The terms temperament and character seem to be defined more meticulously. Allport (1960) 
viewed personality traits as a unique set of thoughts, emotions and behaviours. He believed 
that these categories or traits show consistency across different circumstances and are stable 
over time. Temperament and character traits, which he identified as subsets of personality, also 
show consistency and stability over time, but refer to the earliest concept of individual 
differences in personality (Rothbard, 2011). 
Kavirayani (2018) defines personality as the interaction of an individual’s character and 
behaviour with his or her environment. Personality, therefore, does not only include stable and 
hereditary character traits but also cultural, environmental and other dynamic elements of 
human functioning (Bojanowska & Piotrowski, 2018).  
In more recent years, with the emergence of positive psychology, there has been a renewed 
interest in character traits and character strengths (McGrath et al., 2017). Within the framework 
of positive psychology, character strengths are multidimensional sets of positive traits that can 
be identified in an individual’s thoughts, emotions and behaviours (Park & Peterson, 2008). 
These traits are associated with moral values such as hope and perseverance (Au & Kennedy, 
2018). According to Linkins et al. (2015), these sets of positive traits are viewed as the unique 
style of an individual that they are born with, that is visible in early life and that can be 
influenced over time or by the environment (Linkins et al., 2015). 
In this study, I propose that character strengths can be defined as a combination of the 
definitions given in this section. Character strengths in this study refer to innate personality 
traits and/or traits that develop because of learned behaviour. These character strengths are 





2.3 LEARNER SUPPORT:  MOVEMENT FROM THE DEFICIT MODEL TO THE 
ASSET-BASED MODEL 
Two of the leading paradigms related to educational support for learners are the medical-deficit 
model and the socio-ecological model (Swart & Pettipher, 2019). According to Fleer and Rey 
(2017), the medical model is still widely used in schools to understand behaviour of learners 
that is different from what the teachers expect. The medical model relies heavily on 
standardised assessments of learners to identify the deficit and then form a diagnosis to 
determine which interventions are needed to support the learner (Haegele & Hodge, 2016). 
This is used to justify educational segregation and exclusion (Kershner, 2016). Exclusive focus 
on difficulties and challenges in the classroom results in a model of support where the learner 
lacks the positive features to learn, develop and excel (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). 
The socio-ecological model rejects the notion that the problem lies within the learner alone 
(Donald et al., 2014). It acknowledges the individual as part of broader social systems, where 
the individual’s characteristics and their environment are in constant interaction with each other 
(Golden & Earp, 2012). The characteristics of the person and their interaction with the 
environment are emphasised in Bronfenbrenner’s Bio-ecological theory and placed at the 
centre of developmental outcomes (Ettekal & Mahoney, 2017). The individual’s 
characteristics, described by Bronfenbrenner and Morris (2006) as person characteristics, 
interact interpersonally and with the environment to support or interrupt development. The 
person characteristics include the learner’s immediate interpretation of and reaction to the 
environment, his or her abilities, skills and knowledge, and the disposition of the child, which 
refers to personality and temperament (Smit et al., 2020). The asset-based approach for learner 
support includes a greater awareness of the positive aspects of person characteristics, more 
specifically, the assets and character strengths within the learner (Bouwer, 2019). 
The asset-based model of support prefers to acknowledge and recognise diversity and assets 
and focuses on the identification of learners’ strengths as a key aspect of teachers’ support of 
learners (Nel et al., 2016). A greater emphasis on assets does not imply that the challenges of 
learners are ignored, but rather, that educators are encouraged to utilise and develop the 
strengths of learners (Climie & Mastoras, 2015). Louis and Lopez (2014) argue that the 
development of strengths and a focus on asset-based interventions for support are a valid 




Incorporating asset-based principles in the educational setting, teaching can be a process of 
empowerment in which identification and enhancement of individual strengths are key factors 
in the learning process (Swartz et al., 2016). Lazarus et al. (2011) describe diverse character 
strengths of learners as assets and emphasise that the principle of being different should be 
viewed as an abundant resource to benefit everyone.  
Individual learners all bring to the classroom their unique strengths, assets and personalities 
(Höfer et al., 2019). A focus on the strengths of learners is one of the most beneficial ways to 
support learners in the classroom, oppose weakness and develop a sense of inclusion, 
acceptance, and overall well-being (Donald et al., 2014).  
2.3.1 Character strengths-based practices for learner support 
The theory of positive psychology, with a focus on character strength identification, has been 
seized on enthusiastically by the education sector (Fineberg & Monk, 2015). Character 
strengths-based practices in education are defined by Swartz et al. (2016) as an approach that 
encourages a supportive environment concerning the identification and recognition of 
individual strengths in the classroom. Schiavon et al. (2020) explains that the implementation 
of strengths-based practices in the classroom can also be referred to as Positive Education. 
Positive education originated from within the positive psychology framework (Schiavon et al., 
2020). Positive education, therefore, incorporates fundamental principles such as the science 
of positive psychology, education for academic skills and proven best practice pedagogies to 
develop learners to flourish, reach their individual best and create optimal, overall well-being 
(Norrish et al., 2013). The implementation of positive education principles in the classroom 
has increased during recent years, with teachers and principals in schools across Britain, India, 
Mexico and Australia investing in creating a positive learning environment by incorporating 
strengths-based principles into their curriculum (Hoare et al., 2017). 
A significant part of a child’s life is spent at school. The school environment therefore creates 
a unique context in which strengths-based principles can be employed to support all learners 
to achieve their full potential (Norrish et al., 2013). Although there has been growth in positive 
education, most institutions across the globe tend to focus on ways to support academic 
performance without the consideration of the core components of character and overall well-
being of learners (Seldon, 2017; Willis et al., 2019). 
White and Waters (2015) propose character strengths-based practices that may support learners 




character strengths are. Teachers can use surveys such as the VIA-strengths survey, which is 
often used for this purpose in schools (Niemiec, 2013) or, as in this study, the Tall Trees 
Questionnaire can be useful to elicit learners’ character strengths (Brittz & Van Zyl, 2010). 
When character strengths-based practices are taught, learners are made aware of their own 
strengths and those of peers through class discussion or creative activities that encourage 
positive engagement, positive relationship and positive emotions (White & Waters, 2015). The 
same authors suggest that the whole school is involved in character strengths identification and 
use, including the class teachers, sports coaches, and extra-mural instructors.  
The identification and utilisation of unique character strengths, which is one way to incorporate 
strengths-based principles, may result in various levels of positive outcomes, not exclusively 
academic success, but holistically, including the development of learners’ identity, social 
emotional skills, their active engagement in the learning, overall well-being and creativity 
(Swartz et al., 2016).  
The pioneer of positive psychology, Dr Martin Seligman, guided the Geelong Grammar School 
in Australia to embrace and explore the effects of implementing a positive education 
programme to incorporate a character strengths-based approach into their curriculum.  The core 
purpose of this programme, which was initiated in 2008, was to implement practices that 
support learners according to their character strengths, and to instil well-being, resilience and 
flourishing amongst all learners, educators and support staff (Norrish, 2015). Over four 
hundred staff members has been trained by the time this article was written and included 
teaching staff and non-teaching staff. A three-day workshop is administered annually to train 
new staff members in positive education (Norrish, 2015). Professor Vella-Brodrick and 
colleagues conducted an independent study from 2014-2016 to investigate the effectiveness of 
the programme that was implemented at the Geelong Grammar School (Vella-Brodrick et al., 
2014). Key findings were described by Professor Dianne Vella-Brodrick and colleagues in The 
State of Positive Education (Hoare et al., 2017): 
• Learners were better able to effectively respond to daily challenges by using their unique 
character strengths.  
• There was a significant increase in levels of hope and meaning in comparison to the control 
group. 




• Greater adaptability and resilience were noted, and a significant elevation in life 
satisfaction, happiness, gratitude and perseverance.  
• In general, the implementation of positive education and strength-based principles have 
complemented and enhanced the holistic approach to support all learners.  
Waters (2011) reviewed twelve asset-based school interventions, including character 
strengths-based interventions for learner support. The study revealed “significant, robust and 
promising” (p. 83) results. There is thus a strong indication that educators and institutions can 
and should consider implementing strengths–based principles as support for all learners. The 
identification of character strengths can be an alternative lens through which teachers view the 
learners’ assets. In that way, teachers can utilise these character strengths and support learners’ 
strengths instead of focusing on weaknesses (Thompson et al., 2017). Yin and Majid (2018) 
are of the opinion that asset-based support cannot fully be implemented without the 
identification and use of learners’ character strengths. 
In conclusion, the objective of positive education and the incorporation of character strengths-
based interventions act both as a buffer against psychological distress and to promote well-
being, psychological resilience and thriving of all learners (Bentea & de Jos, 2018; Park & 
Peterson, 2008). This is done by creating a positive learning environment where diversity and 
individuality are recognised and accepted to create a feeling of overall well-being amongst 
learners (Kibe & Boniwell, 2015). The classroom creates a natural setting for the field of 
positive psychology and the use of character strengths, where cognitive, social, and emotional 
development of the learner can be significantly influenced (Schiavon et al., 2020). Lavy (2018) 
states that there is a great need in the education sector for the identification and use of character 
strengths and that it is crucial if educators want to succeed in offering support to the diverse 
needs of learners.  
2.4 WELL-BEING AND FLOURISHING 
2.4.1 Well-being 
Although a large body of research discusses well-being, a universal definition of it is hard to 
find (Dodge et al., 2012). Well-being is described in literature from two viewpoints, namely, a 
hedonistic and a eudaimonistic perspective (Wissing, 2014). The hedonistic approach to 
happiness and well-being focuses on pleasurable experiences that result in life satisfaction 




strengths to reach one’s full potential and subsequently establish a sense of well-being and 
flourishing (Heintzelman, 2018). The most preferred definition is that well-being can be 
described as multifaceted, including both the emotional state of a person or how we feel about 
ourselves (hedonic) and the evaluation of our life experiences or how we think about ourselves 
(eudaimonic) (Kansky & Diener, 2017).  
There are various models based on the hedonic or eudaimonic approaches to measure well-
being, such as the Tripartite Model of Subjective Well-being (Diener 1984) and the Six Factor 
Model of Psychological Well-being proposed by Ryff during 1989 (Gao & McLellan, 2018). 
Keyes (1998) proposed the Five Factor Model of Social Well-being, which focusses on positive 
social experiences and their effect on well-being (Lages et al., 2018). More recently proposed 
well-being models include McCallum and Price’s model of Holistic well-being (McCallum & 
Price, 2015) and the PERMA model developed by Seligman, which is a combination of hedonic 
and eudaimonic well-being (Seligman, 2011).  
The PERMA model (Figure 2.1) was developed within the field of positive psychology and 
consists of five elements, namely, “positive emotion, engagement, meaning, positive 
relationships, and accomplishment” (Seligman, 2011, p.16). Seligman suggests that well-being 
is constructed of these five elements and that each of the elements is measurable (Seligman, 
2018). Positive emotions involve feelings such as enjoyment, hope, and contentment (Golab et 
al., 2018). The element of engagement is best described as a sense of intense concentration 
when an individual utilises their skills and strengths (Rashid & Seligman, 2019).  Positive 
relationships are described as meaningful and healthy connections individuals seek and 
maintain with other people that create a sense of well-being (Niemiec, 2019). Meaning, as 
referred to within the PERMA model, indicates the experiences individuals have that give them 
a sense of purpose or belonging and it usually involves the utilisation of character strengths to 
serve a greater purpose than oneself (Kun et al., 2017). The last element in the PERMA 
acronym, namely accomplishments, refers to positive feelings associated with a sense of self-






Figure 2.1. The PERMA model of well-being From Authentic Happiness. The University of 
Pennsylvania (2020). 
This figure demonstrates the PERMA model used to measure well-being of individuals. 
https://www.authentichappiness.sas.upenn.edu/learn. Copyright 2020 by The University of 
Pennsylvania.  
The PERMA model has been utilised in various educational research studies regarding the 
well-being of learners and/or teachers (Lai et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2017; Riedel et al., 2020). In 
the South African context, Wessels and Wood (2019) conducted a study and implemented 
positive psychology activities based on the five elements of the PERMA model to increase 
teacher well-being. Gush and Greeff (2018) compiled a Grade 8 Afrikaans second language 
textbook based on the principles of PERMA to develop and encourage student well-being in 
the academic setting.  
Seligman describes the acknowledgment and nurturing of character strengths as the backbone 
of PERMA (Relay Graduate School of Education, n.d.). He is of the opinion that if a child’s 
character strengths are known to teachers and utilised, all five elements of PERMA are 
positively influenced. Learners who are supported through character strengths-based practices 
are thus more likely to experience positive emotions, engagement, positive relationships, 
meaning and accomplishment in the classroom (Bentea & de Jos, 2018). This will subsequently 
increase feelings of well-being (Seligman, 2011).  
In this study, well-being is conceptualised in relation to the PERMA model and within the 
positive psychology framework. Well-being is thus defined as the achievement of and 





The terms flourishing and well-being are often used interchangeably in positive psychology 
literature (VanderWeele, 2017). Although Butler and Kern (2016) define flourishing as “a 
dynamic optimal state of psychosocial functioning that arises from functioning well across 
multiple psychosocial domains” (p. 2), they utilise the term interchangeably with well-being 
and built their definition on the principles of the PERMA model.  
Ackerman (2020), on the other hand, is of the opinion that flourishing exceeds well-being and 
can be explained as the result of reaching a state of fulfilment in practising the five elements 
described in the PERMA model.  Seligman (2011) affirms that an individual can flourish when 
he or she is able to utilise character strengths to reach and maintain positive experiences on all 
five levels of the PERMA model.  
The Geelong Grammar School (GGS) (Institute of Positive Education Geelong Grammar 
School, n.d.) proposed a model for flourishing based on the PERMA model but added a sixth 
element of positive health.  
 
Figure 2.2. The Geelong Grammar School Positive Education Model. Institute of Positive 
Education Geelong Grammar School (n.d). 
 
The model, as shown in Figure 2.2, illustrates the vital role of character strengths utilisation in 
creating an educational environment where well-being is developed, and flourishing is 






It is evident in literature and research that flourishing is the result of an asset-based approach 
in education where the utilisation of character strengths has a positive effect on the cognitive, 
emotional and social well-being of learners (Rashid et al., 2017). 
 
A critical review of the influence of character-strengths identification and utilisation on 
learners’ well-being and flourishing is discussed in the next section. For this study, and within 
the limited scope of a minor dissertation, flourishing is described within the context of well-
being.  
2.4.3 The influence of the use of character-strengths on well-being and flourishing in the 
classroom 
Evidence confirms the potential for successful implementation of the identification and 
utilisation of unique character strengths of learners for cognitive, emotional, psychological, 
and psycho-social support (Hausler et al., 2017; Lavy, 2019; Niemiec, 2013). The initial 
argument for the need to identify character strengths of learners is that the utilisation of 
strengths is engaging and fulfilling; therefore, development of an individual’s unique strengths 
should lead to increased participation and achievement and so enhance well-being (Quinlan et 
al., 2015). Abasimi et al. (2017) report that a study done in Ghana with 210 high school students 
revealed that certain character strengths and the acknowledgement of learners’ strengths are 
positively associated with a general sense of well-being among students.  
Au and Kennedy (2018) conducted a study where they implemented a programme based on the 
PERMA model. The participants included 495 learners from grade 7 to 10. The study revealed 
that most of the participants benefited from the Flourishing Life programme and reported an 
improvement in interpersonal relationships. Participants had more positive experiences at 
school and coped better with difficulties and problems. Learners were more engaged in school 
and they could handle academic pressure better.  
There is a positive relationship between character strengths and educational performance 
(Mamatha & Chowhan, 2020; Tang et al., 2019; Wagner & Ruch, 2015).  Well-being of 
learners can be enhanced when a learner experiences feelings of accomplishment with regard 
to academic achievement (Gustems & Calderon, 2014). Thus, the identification and nurturing 
of certain character strengths have a positive impact on academic performance (Andersen et 




(Boarini et al., 2014). The identification and nurturing of character strengths such as 
conscientiousness, constancy of emotions and agreeableness have a positive impact on 
academic performance (Andersen et al., 2020). Well-being of learners can be enhanced when 
a feeling of accomplishment accompanies academic achievement. Conversely, a study 
conducted by Ofori and colleagues confirmed the negative effect of low levels of well-being 
on academic performance, interpersonal relationships, and successful daily functioning of 
students (Ofori et al., 2018). The identification and nurturing of character strengths like hope, 
caution, zest, fairness, curiosity, and leadership predict well-being and life satisfaction amongst 
learners (Toner et al., 2012), while the combination of gratitude, optimism, zest and persistence 
predict relatively higher levels of school engagement and pro-social behaviour in primary 
school learners (Wilkins et al., 2015).  
A longitudinal study conducted by Duan (2016) investigated the effect of individual strengths 
on overall well-being and mental health of students. The study revealed that character strengths 
of individuals have a positive effect on psychological well-being, in addition to mental health 
of students who experience high levels of stress and anxiety. The identification and the 
reinforcement of unique character strengths are found not only to serve as a buffer against 
adverse circumstances, but also to assist in psychosocial adjustments in adolescents and to 
improve overall well-being (Crescentini et al., 2018). I feel good at school is a positive 
psychology intervention programme implemented by Dubarle et al. (2019) in schools in France 
and Singapore in a low socio-economic as well as a high-income population. An increase in 
well-being was reported in both contexts. Students reported using character strengths to calm 
them and cope better with academic pressure. An empirical analysis conducted by Bojanowska 
and Piotrowski (2018) confirmed that the identification and development of certain character 
strengths of in an individual enhance well-being. Well-being has also been strongly linked to 
beneficial outcomes and positive change in some domains such as social and emotional 
functioning of learners (Kibe & Boniwell, 2015).  
The identification and utilisation of unique character strengths result in a sense of belonging, 
inclusion and acceptance in the classroom (Noble & McGrath, 2015). These are positive 
emotions and important components that contribute to learners’ academic success and 
psychosocial functioning (Allen et al., 2018). Fourteen studies were reviewed (of which nine 
had school children as participants) that dealt with interventions in the context of positive 
education, identification and utilisation of character strengths (Schiavon et al., 2020). These 




emotional, and behavioural changes. Results were positively reflected in social relationships 
among students, teachers, and parents (Schiavon et al., 2020). 
Rashid and colleagues implemented a project called ‘Flourish’ at the University of Toronto 
Scarborough in Canada (Rashid et al., 2017). A workshop was implemented to assist students 
to identify character strengths and teach them how to utilise their strengths to build emotional, 
physical, and academic resilience. The programme offered a follow-up session six weeks later 
to evaluate the impact of the workshop on the students. Students reported decreased stress-
levels, and enhanced well-being. Increased engagement and student participation indicated an 
increase in flourishing of students.  
Taking the evidence-based research into consideration, I argue that identification and 
utilisation of character strengths can be successfully implemented as an asset-based approach 
to support learners and enhance positive emotions, engagement, positive relationships, 
meaning and a sense of accomplishment (PERMA). 
2.5 CHARACTER STRENGTHS-BASED PRACTICES AND INCLUSIVE 
EDUCATION 
2.5.1 Inclusive education in South Africa 
Although the main purpose of this study is not to elaborate on inclusive education, it is 
important to understand the educational context and system the learners and educators function 
in.  The definition of inclusive education is described in Chapter 1 (1.1).  
Certain marginalised groups of learners have been excluded from the education system in 
previous years, based on disabilities, diverse needs and learning challenges (Murungi, 2015). 
Inclusive education policies aim to close the gap between learners who were previously isolated 
and learners in mainstream schools (Walton, 2018). The transformation to inclusive education 
in the South African education system was undertaken on various levels, such as the 
development and implementation of new policies and legislations, a new curriculum, the 
utilisation of inclusive pedagogies, and a different approach to teacher education and training 
(Donald et al., 2014). The same author further explains the importance of including the broader 
system, such as the parents, the community and various important stake holders to successfully 
bring about changes in inclusive education. This notion supports the importance of the Bio-




Transformation also occurred within school structures (Engelbrecht et al., 2016). The 
Department of Education identified three types of schools that function within the inclusive 
education system, namely special schools as a resource centre, full-service schools and 
mainstream schools (DoE, 2001). The context for this study is the mainstream school where 
teaching is defined in the Whitepaper 6 as “multi-level classroom instruction so that educators 
can prepare main lessons with variations that are responsive to individual learners needs” (p. 
18).  
 
The role of the teacher in mainstream schools has expanded with the implementation of 
inclusive education (Makhalemele & Payne-van Staden, 2017). The Screening, Identification, 
Assessment and Support policy (SIAS) specifies that teachers should identify the learners’ 
diverse needs and accommodate these needs through the development of individual support 
plans (The Department of Basic Education, 2014). The teachers are not merely required to be 
experts in the subjects they teach, as was traditionally the case, but also to be experts in the 
support of learners’ diverse needs (Mitić & Drobac, 2020).  
 
Yoro et al. (2020) define learner support as any strategy teachers implement to accommodate 
the diverse needs of children. The authors further explain that an increase in diversity in the 
South African classroom calls for diverse needs to be the primary goal of learner support. 
Diverse needs of learners could present on a social, emotional, cognitive, and/or behavioural 
domain (Lerner & Johns, 2012). Using inclusive pedagogies for learner support requires a 
holistic, child-centred approach (Mukherjee, 2016) that encourages diversity (DoE, 2014). 
 
2.5.2 Character strengths-based practices to reinforce inclusive pedagogies 
Florian (2015) explains inclusive pedagogy as teaching methods that teachers deliberately 
implement to support learning for all according to individual needs of learners, and thereby 
enhancing quality education in the mainstream classroom. Florian and Beaton (2017) describe 
the Inclusive Pedagogical Approach in Action (IPAA), as a framework for inclusion that 
encourages individualised support, a learner-focused approach and the recognition of assets 
instead of challenges (Florian & Beaton, 2017).  
The IPAA principles support the foundation of asset-based education in that they recognise 
that all learners have strengths and are able to learn (Spratt & Florian, 2014). IPAA thus creates 




are welcome and pedagogies are structured around and build upon the recognition of diverse 
needs and strengths of learners (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011; Spratt & Florian, 2013).  
Research indicates various successful inclusive pedagogies that teachers use, which are 
supportive of learners’ strengths and diverse needs (Capp, 2017; Steward & Valian, 2018). 
Examples of inclusive pedagogies include universal design for learning, cooperative learning 
(groupwork), peer learning (learning from another student), scaffolding, cubing, problem-
based learning and collaborative teaching (Landsberg & Matthews, 2019). Inclusive 
pedagogies such as these are child-centred, and teachers purposefully design support structures 
based on the learners’ strengths and diverse needs (Sanger, 2020). 
Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011) recognise effective inclusive pedagogical approaches used 
in inclusive classrooms in Scotland, such as collaborative learning, and allowing learners to 
choose their activities according to their needs. This is carried out by differentiating learning 
tasks, curriculum flexibility, and classroom organisation that encourage participation. Teachers 
in Austria implement strategies such as co-teaching with other specialists, co-operative 
learning, and individual support plans, which are designed according to the child’s needs and 
to develop his or her strengths (Bešić et al., 2016). The same authors explain that in addition, 
teachers intentionally differentiate content and learning environment to benefit the learner. The 
authors explain content differentiation involves the creation of workstations with different 
grade-specific activities for learners, who move freely between classes while the teachers stay 
in the classroom. Friend and Barron (2019) also report on successful collaboration in schools, 
where educators work together as colleagues or as part of the School Based Support Team with 
multidisciplinary professionals to support diverse needs of learners.  
Another widely implemented approach that aims to address the growing demand to support 
diverse needs of learners, is Universal Design for Learning (UDL) (Evmenova, 2018). A 
feature of universal design is to create differentiated learning opportunities that support the 
diversity of learners’ preferences, strengths, and skills (Al-Azawei et al., 2016) instead of trying 
to force all learners into the traditional curriculum designed for a select few (Guðjónsdóttir & 
Óskarsdóttir, 2016). The principles of UDL include that teachers use different approaches to 
provide learning material to the learners, use various techniques and opportunities for learners 
to express their knowledge and allow learners multiple ways to engage in the learning activities 




According to Landsberg and Matthews (2019), universal design principles for learning can be 
successfully implemented in various aspects to foster inclusion and create a positive classroom 
climate where strengths of learners are acknowledged and incorporated. Character strengths 
identification can guide the teachers to successfully accommodate different learning styles and 
interests of learners, differentiation of the curriculum, and to make learning resources 
accessible to all learners (Landsberg & Matthews, 2019). Differential instruction, which is 
closely linked to UDL principles, is defined as an instructional strategy that educators use to 
create successful learning experiences after the identification of, and in accordance with, 
diverse needs of learners (Shareefa et al., 2019).The identification of learners’ strengths can 
potentially support the practice of universal design for learning and differential instruction and 
it can guide the teacher to identify how to adjust teaching practices and pedagogies accordingly 
(Alsalamah, 2017).  
The appreciation of diversity, the recognition of strengths, the support for personalisation, and 
the provision of equal learning opportunities for all learners are core principles in both inclusive 
education and asset-based approaches (Bornman & Rose, 2016; Mason, 2019; Roche, 2016). 
Character strengths identification can assure that a positive environment of meaningful learning 
is available for all learners (Florian & Beaton, 2017). 
The main objective of strengths-based pedagogies is to intentionally highlight learners’ assets 
and to use the learner’s strengths as the foundation for creating a successful learning 
environment for all, regardless of the diverse needs of the learners (Bornman & Rose, 2020; 
Vuorinen et al., 2018). This objective aligns strongly with educational policies regarding 
inclusive education (Philpott & McKenzie, 2017). Linkins et al. (2015) propose that teachers 
become aware of learners’ unique strengths, nurture and develop the strengths and utilise them 
in their pedagogical approaches as a tool to support all leaners. The identification and use of 
character strengths of learners as an asset-based approach is an effective method to support and 
enhance inclusive pedagogical principles (Garwood & Ampuja, 2019; Hokanson & Karlson, 
2013). It is clear in considering the literature that the implementation of inclusive and strengths-
based practices are important supportive elements in the classroom. The teachers’ knowledge, 
competence, and beliefs, however, play a crucial role in creating a learning environment where 
each child is supported, and diverse needs are recognised (Pit-ten Cate et al., 2018). It is 
essential that teachers have adequate knowledge and skills for strengths-based practices and 




the literature I conclude that character strengths-based practices are supportive of inclusive 
pedagogies.  
2.6 EMPOWERING TEACHERS FOR CHARACTER STRENGTHS-BASED 
PRACTICES 
Development programmes for the empowerment of teachers ought to lead to outcomes such as 
an increase and/or change in existing knowledge, practice and motivation (Vermunt, 2014). 
Van Veen et al. (2012) define professional development programmes as activities that teachers 
engage in such as workshops, offsite training sessions, participation in research projects and 
seminars or conferences.  
Teacher empowerment speaks to the participation of teachers in school-level decision-making, 
curriculum planning and instructional issues (Aliakbari & Amoli, 2016). Empowerment is also 
defined by The American Psychological Association (APA) Dictionary of Psychology 
(VandenBos, 2015) as “The promotion of the skills, knowledge, and confidence necessary to 
take greater control of one’s life” (p. 367). Teacher empowerment thus expands beyond the 
structural definition of an involvement in organisational and operational aspects of school 
management (Singh & Kaur, 2019). The same authors explain that it also involves a 
psychological aspect, which refers to meaningfulness, competency, autonomy, and the level of 
impact. In this study, the definition of teacher empowerment implies that if teachers are 
empowered to identify and utilise character strengths of learners, they may experience 
increased levels of competency and skills that enable them to implement inclusive and asset-
based principles.  
According to the Departments of Basic Education and Higher Education and Training (2011), 
continuous professional development is imperative to improve the quality of teachers and 
empower teachers with skills to implement successful inclusive teaching. The National Policy 
Framework for Teacher Education and Development in South Africa (DoE, 2006) stipulates 
the importance of continuous development and training of teachers’ skills and knowledge to 
adapt and evolve within the complex teaching environment of South Africa. This includes the 
importance of empowering teachers with new knowledge and abilities to effectively support 
learners from within an asset-based approach (Mintz & Wyse, 2015). Quality and applicable 
professional development programmes can empower teachers to fulfil multiple roles in the 




Bornman and Rose (2016) believe that effective empowerment of teachers will affect positive 
change in the classroom and the broader school community. Wang and Zhang (2012) agree 
that teachers feel rewarded and more confident when they have been empowered. A study 
conducted over an 18-month period in an Australian primary school found that with adequate 
support and empowerment, teachers felt more confident to support diverse needs of learners 
and experienced an increase level of competence to adapt their teaching practices towards more 
asset-based and inclusive pedagogies (O’Brien & Blue, 2017). Emphasising professional 
development and the empowerment of teachers with the knowledge and skills to support all 
learners within an asset-based approach is thus of vital importance (Henry & Namhla, 2020).  
Some of the empowerment workshops in South Africa address issues such as the challenges in 
management and leadership of schools, conflict resolution among staff members, ethical 
considerations and teacher stress (The South African Quality Institute, 2019). Despite the 
evidence of professional development programmes offered to empower teachers, teachers 
report that they nevertheless feel unequipped to implement inclusive pedagogies after attending 
workshops or professional development programmes (Dreyer, 2017). 
There is a growing need for the empowerment of teachers in asset-based support for learners 
that is built on positive psychology principles (White & Kern, 2018). There are numerous 
studies reporting teacher training in asset-based and character strengths principles in other 
countries as described in Chapter 1 (1.2). However, there is a gap in research that reports on 
the successful and regular empowerment of teachers in South Africa for character strengths 
identification and utilisation as an asset-based approach to support learners.  
The literature reviewed in this chapter gave a comprehensive description of the complex 
challenges teachers face in the inclusive education milieu, especially regarding learner support 
in the diverse context of South African mainstream schools (Maarman & Lamont-Mbawuli, 
2017; Taole, 2018). Even though the teachers’ role has changed dramatically, many teachers 
still provide learner support from within the deficit model (Mkhuma et al., 2014). It is argued 
that the identification and utilisation of character strengths could empower teachers to support 
learners from within an asset-based approach. The inclusive education policy is embedded in 
the asset-based approach in that teachers are encouraged to utilise learners’ strengths and 
celebrate diversity (DoE, 2001). There is a clear need to empower teachers with new 
approaches that ensure competencies to successfully manage and support diversity (Reygan & 




character strengths has a positive influence on learners’ overall well-being and that it may 
support inclusive pedagogical practices. However, a character strengths-based approach in 
classrooms in South Africa for learner support is limited. Therefore, the aim of this study was 
to explore teachers’ perceptions of character strengths identification and its implementation for 
learner support.  
2.7 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
The critical review of literature in this chapter provided an overview of previous research to 
support the aims and objectives of this study. The theory of positive psychology and supporting 
theories of well-being and character strengths served as a framework to review literature and 
research.   
It was evident from the literature that there is an increased need for teachers to be aware of 
learners’ character strengths and to view the learner through an asset-based-lens instead of 
leaning toward a deficit model of support (Garvey et al., 2017). The literature clearly indicated 
the invaluable potential and positive influence of character strengths to support learners to 
flourish, reach their full potential and experience a sense of overall well-being at school 
(Wagner & Ruch., 2015).  
The literature indicated that there is a growing need for teachers to be supported and 
empowered with knowledge and skills to effectively implement character strengths-based 
principles (Swan, 2017). 
Chapter 3 presents a detailed description of the research methodology and design, the sample, 













Research methodology serves as the philosophy behind knowledge creation and it guides the 
researcher in decision making regarding methods used in data collection and data analysis, and 
determines relevant research questions (Sullivan et al., 2012). In this chapter, I include a 
discussion on the research approach and paradigm, the research design, and the methodology, 
including the selection of the site and sample of this study, data collection and data analysis, 
trustworthiness, ethical considerations and the role of the researcher in this study. 
 
Figure 3.1 illustrates the timeline of the research process which is explained in detail in this 
chapter for ease of reference. Please note that the Tall Trees Questionnaire that was completed 
by the teachers and the learners was not used in the data collection or the thematic data analysis. 
The teachers’ questionnaires served as additional support to assist teachers during the 
workshop to have a better understanding of the identification and use of character strengths. 
Additionally, 46 grade 7 learners were asked to complete the Tall Trees Questionnaire. All 46 
learners provided a consent letter from their parent(s) permitting me to administer the 
questionnaire. Please refer to Appendix A for an example of the consent letter. This 
questionnaire did not form part of the data collection process nor the thematic data analysis. 
The learner questionnaires were aimed at providing teachers with information after the 
workshop to have a better understanding of the how such character strengths can be identified 





Figure 3.1. A timeline of the data collection process. 
3.2 RESEARCH PARADIGM 
Kivunja and Kuyini (2017) define a research paradigm as the lens through which the researcher 
views the world and influences their beliefs and principles. A paradigm is thus a belief system 
and a framework that researchers use. A paradigm reflects assumptions about what knowledge 
is and how researchers define reality (ontology), how they acquire knowledge (epistemology), 
what is important in the knowledge they acquire (axiology) and the process researchers follow 
to gather and interpret the data collected (methodology) (Alharti & Rehman, 2016). An 
interpretivist paradigm was used in this study. The interpretive paradigm is defined as the 
construction of knowledge within the individual's social context (Thanh & Thanh, 2015). It 
refers to the subjective meaning ascribed to their experiences, which make the understanding 
of the world they live in complex and varied (Creswell, 2014). Within an interpretive paradigm, 
the focus is on the way human beings understand the world around them within their contexts 
(Saunders et al., 2019). An interpretive paradigm in this study is thus the most suitable as I 
explored the perceptions of seven grade 7 teachers in a mainstream school within their specific 
context. The interpretive paradigm served as a model from which data were collected to 
understand new concepts and gain insight from the experiences of the senior primary teachers' 
realities.  
3.3 RESEARCH APPROACH 
A research approach refers to the strategies the researcher implements to conduct and organise 
a scientific inquiry and includes specific methods used to collect, analyse, and interpret data 




to understand phenomena by obtaining individuals’ perceptions, experiences or opinions about 
a topic in its natural setting (Yin, 2016). Qualitative research can be described as “attempts to 
collect rich descriptive data about a particular phenomenon or context with the intention of 
developing an understanding of what is being observed or studied” (Nieuwenhuis, 2013, p. 50).  
The qualitative research approach was therefore best suited for this study as the research 
involved an exploration of phenomena in their natural settings, interpreting how they make 
sense to the people involved (Chandra & Shang, 2019). The qualitative approach served as a 
framework from which the researcher understood and interpreted the perceptions of seven 
grade 7 schoolteachers who identified and utilised character strengths as learner support in a 
mainstream classroom. 
3.4 RESEARCH DESIGN 
A research design can be described as the blueprint for a scientific study and is guided by the 
research problem (Leavy, 2017). It guides the researcher and gives direction to organise and 
integrate the elements of study in a logical way (Creswell, 2014).  
In this study, I used a phenomenological research design. Phenomenology is defined as the 
study of things as they are perceived by individuals; how an individual's conscious participation 
in something creates a deeper knowledge and a more truthful understanding of the phenomena, 
themselves and the world around them (Shaduk, 2018). True to the nature of phenomenological 
design, I explored grade 7 teachers' perceptions of the identification and utilisation of character 
strengths for learner support in a mainstream classroom.  
Additionally, I asked participants their opinions immediately after the staff development 
workshop, and during individual interviews. The phenomenological design explores and 
uncovers the richness, intricacy and depth of the experiences of a certain event and the meaning 
given to those experiences by the participants (Nieuwenhuis, 2013). The event in this case 
refers to teachers’ perceptions of the staff development workshop and their views on the 
identification and use of character strengths to support learners in a mainstream school.   
The aim of the study was to answer the following research questions: 
 
• What are the perceptions of grade 7 teachers regarding the identification and utilisation 




• What are the views of grade 7 teachers on incorporating character strengths to support 
all learners in a mainstream classroom? 
3.5 METHOD   
3.5.1 Participant and site selection  
Makofane and Shirindi (2018) identify different types of sampling, namely, convenience, 
purposive, quota, snowball and theoretical sampling. This study implemented purposive 
sampling, which, according to Whitehead and Whitehead (2015), is the use of participants who 
are chosen in accordance with pre-selected criteria relevant to the research questions of the 
study.  
As the study focused on the classroom support teachers provided in general classroom teaching, 
mainstream schools were considered most suitable as research sites. I purposefully decided to 
select mainstream primary schools which were registered with the Gauteng Department of 
Education. I also purposefully selected primary schools as I intended to focus on Grade 7 
teachers. Grade 7 learners find themselves at the start of the search for identity according to 
Erikson’s psychosocial development theory (Cross & Cross, 2017). According to Marcia and 
Josselson (2013, p. 3) such development requires the acknowledgement of “unique abilities 
and needs” of learners, while “providing appropriate demands and rewards”, which resonates 
with the outcomes of character strengths-based support. I therefore initially selected 5 primary 
schools conveniently as these schools were mainstream primary schools in my immediate 
vicinity with selection based mainly on convenience relating to time and financial benefits. All 
these schools were approached to be part of the study. Only one school was prepared to allow 
access to their teachers and thus, this one primary school was purposefully selected as the 
research site.  
The participants for this study were purposively selected from the selected school according to 
the criteria relevant to the research questions (Lopez & Whitehead, 2013). The seven 
participants were selected from the selected GDE mainstream primary school in Gauteng. 
Teachers selected were permanently employed by the school and they all taught grade 7 
learners. Teacher were also fluent in Afrikaans and English to allow for good communication 
and understanding of workshop content and individual interview questions. Seven grade 7 




3.6 DATA COLLECTION  
Qualitative data collection is the gathering and measuring of semantic or visual material for 
exploration and understanding of phenomena or experiences (Flick, 2018). Data were gathered 
in two phases as illustrated in Figure 3.1. In phase one, the teachers completed a Tall Trees 
Leadership Questionnaire1 before attending the staff development workshop. The workshop 
took place at the school at a time which was convenient for the teachers and did not impose on 
academic time, professional responsibilities and extra-mural activities. The staff development 
workshop was a once-off event at the school and the duration was 3-4 hours.  
The aim of this workshop was to acquire data about teachers’ perceptions of the identification 
and implementation of character strengths. Directly after the workshop, all seven grade 7 
teachers completed feedback forms on the workshop. An example of the workshop feedback 
form is attached as Appendix B.  
Phase two of the data collection consisted of semi-structured individual interviews to elicit 
teachers’ views on the identification and use of character strengths to support learners in a 
mainstream classroom. An interview is defined by Cramer (2018) as a conversation with an 
individual or a group to gain important information. Gill et al. (2008) identify three different 
types of interviews: structured, semi-structured and open-ended. I used semi-structured 
interviews in this study to allow the interviewer and interviewee to deviate from a set of 
predetermined questions (Nieuwenhuis, 2013). Semi-structured interviews therefore allowed 
me to probe for more detailed responses to have a clear understanding, and it gave the 
interviewee the opportunity to raise matters that I may not have considered (Hugh-Jones, 2010).  
The semi-structured individual interviews took place approximately one month after the staff 
development workshop and stretched over a period of two months (Figure 3.1). Three of the 
individual interviews were conducted face-to-face at school, whereas four interviews were 
conducted using the digital platform Zoom. All the individual interviews took approximately 
30-45 minutes. An example of the interview schedule can be viewed in Appendix C.  
 
1 The Tall Trees Questionnaire was administered to enhance the teachers’ learning experience and to prepare them 
for the staff development workshop. The questionnaire was not part of the data collection or the data analysis. 
The Tall Trees Questionnaire is the property of Tall Trees and therefore not available for viewing. The 





Figure 3.2. The two phases of data collection. 
Figure 3.2 illustrates the data collection process and can be understood in two phases. The 
timeline of the data collections process can be viewed in Figure 3.1.  
3.7 DATA ANALYSIS 
Qualitative data analysis aims to comprehend how participants in the study understand a 
specific situation by analysing their views, attitudes, values, and experiences (Nieuwenhuis, 
2013). Thematic analysis was the main mode of data analysis used in this study. 
According to Freeman and Sullivan (2019), thematic analysis looks for recurring themes, ideas 
or concepts found in the data. It is often used when dealing with textual data which may include 
semi-structured interviews, focus groups and diaries. The thematic analysis may be suitable for 
studies concerned with the content of what individuals say (Gibson & Hugh-Jones, 2012). It 
was suitable to use thematic analysis for this study as it allowed me to analyse verbatim 
transcribed interview texts and written feedback on the workshop for teacher perceptions of the 
identification and use of character strengths as learner support in a mainstream class.  
The risk of being too descriptive in identifying the themes in qualitative data analysis can be 
overcome by focusing on interpreting data analytically through comparison, how participants 





Data obtained from workshop feedback forms and the individual interviews were analysed and 
interpreted according to the steps explained by Maguire and Delahunt (2017, p. 3354), which 
are based on the model proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006): 
• Becoming familiar with data  
• Generate initial codes  
• Search for themes  
• Review themes  
• Define themes  
• Write up  
The process of the thematic data analysis of this study is described in detail: 
Firstly, I transcribed all seven semi-structured individual interviews with the teachers, which I 
had recorded verbatim with their permission and consent. An example of a transcribed 
interview can be viewed in Appendix D. After transcription and before analysis started, I read 
and re-read the interview content while making notes to familiarise myself with the data. The 
transcription of data, making notes and the repeated reading of the content are processes that 
aided me in getting to know the data in more depth (Nowell et al., 2017). 
The next step in the data analysis process involved labelling the sentences of the transcribed 
interviews using a code that described the meaning of the sentence (Maguire & Delahunt, 
2017). I made use of open coding in this study, which is defined by Maguire and Delahunt 
(2017) as codes that are developed and changed throughout the study as one interprets the data. 
The coding process helped me to shape my understanding and uncover meanings of teachers’ 
perceptions of the identification and implementation of character strengths as learner support.  
Braun and Clarke (2006) describe two levels of theme identification, namely, the semantic 
level and the latent level. In this study, I initially identified the semantic level of the data which 
required an understanding of the literal meaning of words, phrases or sentences. Themes were 
then identified on a latent level, which included an analytical investigation of underlying 
conceptualisations and theories to interpret deeper meanings of teachers’ perceptions (Javadi 




The third step during the data analysis of the workshop feedback forms and the individual 
interviews involved the identification of patterns that I could identify in the coding process. 
These patterns presented as themes that could possibly answer the research questions stated in 
Chapter 1 (1.5) and in this chapter (3.4). The themes were predominantly descriptive in nature 
and therefore corresponded with the qualitative approach and the interpretivist paradigm of this 
study.  
I used mind maps to identify possible themes. As illustrated in the photographs below, each 
step of the data analysis included the adding or re-organising of themes to deepen my 
investigation and understanding of teachers’ perceptions of character strengths as a method of 
learner support.  
                                             





Steps four and five of the thematic data analysis process involved the reviewing, re-evaluating 
and refining of the themes that could possibly explain and provide insight into teachers’ 
perceptions of character strengths identification and use as a support tool for learners. I 
collected all the data relevant to each theme and determined whether the data supported the 
themes and if it applied to what I was investigating and exploring. I identified the central idea 
of what each theme was about. I also identified subthemes. 
 
 
Figure 3.4.  The process of reviewing and refining relevant themes. 
 
 




The last step required the write up of the data analysis. All the grade 7 teachers were Afrikaans-
speaking. To ensure accurate expression of their perceptions, the individual interviews were 
conducted in Afrikaans. I translated the transcriptions into English after that. Careful 
translation was important to ensure the trustworthiness of the study (see 3.8.1).  
The themes and subthemes were consolidated after I completed the thematic data analysis, and 
they were carefully inspected by my supervisor and my co-supervisor. A total of three themes 
and nine subthemes were identified relating to the research questions as stated in Chapter 1 
(1.5) and Chapter 3 (3.4).  
The themes and sub-themes that were identified are explained in detail in Chapters 4 and 5. 
3.8 TRUSTWORTHINESS 
The trustworthiness of a study can also be referred to as the rigour of a study. Liu (2018) 
describes rigour as a set of standards the researcher uses to ensure the research methodology is 
trustworthy, reliable and carried out carefully. It is important when doing qualitative research 
to ensure that the findings can be trusted, and to prevent subjectivity and bias (Hadi & Closs, 
2015). The following criteria are identified by Korstjens and Moser (2018) to ensure 
trustworthiness: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. 
3.8.1 Credibility 
Credibility in qualitative research is associated with the true experiences of the participants in 
the study (Liu, 2018). Credibility can thus be assessed from the individuals’ perspectives rather 
than as a fundamental quality of research (McGinn, 2012). In this minor dissertation, the focus 
is on the perceptions of seven grade 7 schoolteachers within their specific context, and their 
views on the identification and utilisation of character strengths in a mainstream school. I 
acknowledge the possible presence of multiple realities. Teachers may therefore differ in their 
perceptions of the use of character strengths because they may understand reality in different 
ways and from different perspectives (Erlingsson & Brysiewicz, 2012).  
I used member-checking to create credibility from the perspective of multiple realities. 
Member-checking allows participants the opportunity to evaluate the data, the analysis, and the 
results to ensure that the findings of the study are true to their perceptions of the phenomena 
being studied (McGinn, 2012). I shared the data, interpretations and conclusions with all seven 




sections which they did not wish to have included or which they felt were not a true reflection 
of their perceptions.  
During the individual interviews with the teachers, I summarised key points and asked them to 
confirm that the summaries reflected their perceptions. Verbatim transcriptions of interviews 
were provided to all participants to check for correctness and to delete information if they 
wished to before the start of data analysis.  
 
Figure 3.6.  An example of a transcribed interview.  
Additionally, I asked the teachers to confirm via email that the transcriptions were a true 
reflection of their perceptions of the identification and use of character strengths as leaner 




Triangulation was also used to strengthen the credibility of this study. Fusch et al. (2018) 
describe triangulation as a method to increase credibility by using data about the same 
phenomena but from more than one source. In addition to the seven individual interviews, 
another method of data collection was implemented in the form of workshop feedback forms. 
All seven participants completed a workshop feedback form, which was analysed with the 
individual interviews to triangulate the findings and to examine their consistency.  
The free translation of the Afrikaans data to English was checked by two experienced 
qualitative researchers and a language editor to ensure that the translated information captured 
the essence of the meaning and perceptions of the teachers (Feldermann & Hiebl, 2020). 
In addition, I made use of peer debriefing to strengthen the credibility of the study. I asked two 
of my colleagues with impartial views of the study to examine the data analysis and provide 
feedback. 
3.8.2 Transferability  
Transferability can be described as the degree to which the research findings are applicable in 
other contexts and other studies (Dick, 2014). To ensure transferability, a comprehensive 
description of the investigation and purposeful sampling needs to be done (Anney, 2014). To 
enhance a degree of transferability, I purposefully selected seven grade 7 teachers according to 
clear criteria, as described in Chapter 1 (1.8.1) and Chapter 3 (3.5.1). I adhered strictly to those 
criteria.  
I used thick description, thoroughly describing the research context, the themes, and the 
assumptions central to the research. I described the teachers' lived experiences, the specific 
cultural and social context, the participants' knowledge regarding key concepts used in the 
study, and their prior experiences. 
3.8.3 Dependability 
Dependability relies on the correlation between methods used and the research questions, 
research design, the process of data collection and data analysis (Bielenia-Grajewska, 2019). 
During this study, careful measures were taken to ensure that the research process was carried 
out consistently with the qualitative research methodology.  
The individual interviews were recorded with the permission of the participants and safely 
stored on my computer hard drive and on my external hard drive to have access to them for re-




and shared with critical readers. This in turn enhanced and reinforced the credibility of the 
study. I described any changes that occurred in the setting during the study and how they might 
impact on my approach to the study and the findings. See Chapter 5 (5.5.2).  
Dependability was also achieved by having a research psychologist review the transcribed 
interviews and the data analysis process to validate the themes and subthemes in connection 
with the research questions, aims and objectives. I also asked my supervisor and co-supervisor 
to evaluate the research process throughout the period of the study to ensure the correlation 
between different steps taken during the study.   
I continually evaluated the research process by critically examining how I collected the data 
from interviews with teachers, where and how the data was kept safe. I also checked that my 
interpretation was accurate and correlated with the perceptions of the teachers.  
3.8.4 Reflexivity 
In qualitative research, the danger often exists that role confusion can occur because of close 
contact between researcher and participants (King, 2019). I was the main research instrument 
and primary data collector and analyst of data. In this study, I, therefore, needed to be aware of 
what I brought to the study and of how I influenced the process with regard to my own biases, 
beliefs and perceptions (Cypress, 2017). Reflexivity is implemented in this study to minimise 
bias. Reflexivity involves evaluating and assessing the research process in terms of the context 
of the study and the researcher's role (Frost & Kinmond, 2012).  
The findings of an inquiry need to represent the ideas, motivations and interests of the 
participants and not the biased perspectives of the researcher (Liu, 2018). To achieve 
reflexivity, I documented the data gathered from the workshop feedback and the individual 
interviews to evaluate and re-evaluate the perceptions of the teachers. The transcriptions of the 
audio-taped individual interviews were meticulously transcribed, and I repeatedly and critically 
listened to the recordings to ensure I had captured the teachers’ perceptions and not my own 
biases or assumptions. I was constantly aware of my role as sole researcher in this study and 
therefore regularly reflected on the processes to prevent bias. I asked a research psychologist 
to examine for biased interpretations or perceptions throughout the research process.  
3.9 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS  
Ethics in research can be described as the way researchers conduct themselves in a morally 




Education of the University of Johannesburg. The ethical clearance number is Sem 2-2019-
035. The ethical clearance certificate can be seen in Appendix F. Permission to conduct the 
research was obtained from the Gauteng Department of Education (GDE). See Appendix G for 
GDE consent.  
The school was informed of the purpose and process of the study, and what would be expected 
from the participants. Informed consent was then obtained from the school’s principal and the 
teachers who volunteered to participate in the study. The informed consent letters from the 
principal and the teachers were included in Appendix H and Appendix I. Information regarding 
consent should be clearly explained so that the participants are comfortable (King, 2019). I 
obtained consent in writing from each teacher after I had clearly explained the aim, purpose 
and nature of the study. This ensured that the participants were fully aware of what they are 
agreed to. The letter indicated that the teachers would be interviewed individually and that 
these interviews would be recorded for accuracy. It also stipulated that teachers would have to 
be available to attend a three to four-hour staff development workshop. It was made clear in 
this letter that the participants were under no obligation to share information in a group if they 
were not comfortable with that. Participants were told that they would have access to results 
and findings when the study was completed.  
As mentioned in Chapter 1 (1.8.2), 46 grade 7 learners willing participated in the completion 
of the Tall Trees Questionnaire to elicit the learners’ character strengths. Informed consent was 
received from the parents and feedback was given to the parents and the children. This process 
was not part of the data collection or the data analysis, and only served as additional, 
informative information.  
Confidentiality was explained and agreed upon to ensure privacy and security for all 
participants. I also informed the teachers that no names or personal information would be used 
in the interpretation and recording of data received from the interviews and the diary entries. 
Any recordings would be destroyed once the data had been interpreted and the study had been 
externally examined. Anonymity was maintained throughout the study. The teachers completed 
the workshop feedback forms anonymously and nothing that could indicate identity was 
included during the interview transcription process. The recordings of the interviews were kept 
safe and confidential throughout the process. The data analysis in Chapter 4 strengthens 




Participants were informed that they had the right to withdraw from the study at any given 
time, without being obliged to give explanations. Under no circumstances was any harm done 
to participants regarding distress, embarrassment, or reputational damage. As a researcher and 
educational psychology student at the University of Johannesburg, I undertook to act honestly 
and with integrity throughout the research project. I also undertook to cause no harm, 
emotionally or physically, to any of the participants. I verbally communicated with the teachers 
on a regular basis and offered my availability for debriefing sessions if at any time during the 
research process they experienced emotional discomfort or wanted to discuss any concerns.  
3.10 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
Chapter 3 explained the qualitative approach that was followed throughout the study to explore 
the research questions. The design and paradigm were discussed, and the methodology 
described. I described the site and sample selection, and data collection and analysis. I 
described how trustworthiness was achieved using credibility, transferability, dependability, 
and reflexivity. The research process was discussed with ethical considerations in mind to 
ensure that the participants were treated in an ethical manner and that the study was conducted 
fairly. Chapter 4 presents and interprets the findings according to the themes and the subthemes 













CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS AND INTERPRETATION OF THE DATA  
 
4.1 INTRODUCTION  
In this chapter, I present and interpret the results of the thematic content analysis of the 
workshop feedback forms and the semi-structured individual interviews. Three main themes 
and nine sub-themes emerged from the analysis. The main aim of the study was to explore and 
describe grade 7 teachers’ perceptions of the identification and utilisation of character strengths 
for learner support in a mainstream school. I discuss the results of the thematic content analysis 
according to the themes and subthemes. Thereafter, I present the findings of this study in 
relation to the underlying theory and the literature.  
 
4.2 RESULTS OF THE ANALYSIS 
For ease of reference, an overview of the three themes and their related sub-themes is given in 
Table 4.1. 
Table 4.1  
Themes and Subthemes  
Theme 1:   Teacher empowerment 
Subtheme 1.1: Knowledge gained 
Subtheme 1.2: Deeper insight and awareness 
Subtheme 1.3: Reshaping perceptions 
Subtheme 1.4: Complementing inclusive pedagogies 
Theme 2: Character strengths as a pillar of learner support 
Subtheme 2.1:  Emotional well-being 
Subtheme 2.2:  Holistic development 
Subtheme 2.3:  Learner empowerment 
Theme 3:  Character strengths in the classroom 
Subtheme 3.1:  Spontaneous adaption in the classroom 








Table 4.1 indicates the three themes and nine subthemes that emerged from the data analysis. 
The themes and their subthemes address the two research questions mentioned in Chapter 1 
(1.5).  
As mentioned in Chapter 3 (3.5.1) seven grade 7 teachers were purposively selected from a 
mainstream school for participation in this study. The seven teachers participated voluntarily. 
Below is a table indicating the biographical details of the seven teachers for ease of reference. 
Table 4.2  




































































Female 27 White Afrikaans BEd Senior 
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Table 4.2 illustrates the biographical information of the participating teachers. Two males and 
five females took part in the study and they were between the ages of 27 and 60. All the 
participants were qualified teachers with a degree in education.  
The seven grade 7 teachers responded to the interview questions in their home language, which 
is Afrikaans. I translated the data into English for ease of access for readers. Translation needs 
to be done carefully, and in a critically reflective way to ensure a true account of the 
participants’ views (Inhetveen, 2012). Free translations into English were checked by two 
experienced qualitative researchers and a language editor. This was done to ensure that I 
encapsulated the essence of quotes selected and to guard against possible bias (Feldermann & 
Hiebl, 2020). An example of the transcribed original interviews in Afrikaans is attached in 
Appendix D. The data from the workshop feedback forms were treated in a similar fashion and 
were incorporated into the analysis to support the results and themes identified during the 
thematic analysis of the individual interviews. An example of the workshop feedback forms 
can be accessed in Appendix B. Table 4.3 presents the key to the way quotations were 






Table 4.3  
Key to Abbreviations Used in the Study 
Item Key 
Individual interview I 
Seven teachers participating in the individual interviews T1 – T7 
Line number in the interview L 
Workshop feedback forms WS 
Seven respondents in workshop  R1 – R7 
Question number in feedback form Q1 – Q15 
Note. (I, T3, L35) would for example refer to data from the individual interviews, quoted from 
the interview with Teacher 3 and can be seen in the transcribed interview forms in line 35.  
(WS, R1, Q15) would for example refer to data from the workshop, gathered from 
respondent 1, and the data can be seen in Question 15.  
4.2.1 Theme 1: Teachers’ views on how character strengths training empowered them 
Teacher empowerment is defined in Chapter 2 (2.5). The participants indicated that they 
believed that education and training in the identification and utilisation of character strengths 
are beneficial for schools. Teachers observed that it has potential for positive outcomes for the 
whole school community. Teachers expressed the need for professional development and 
training. The analysis of the interview and workshop data pointed to a need for training that is 
focused, applicable and practical. As one teacher explained, the workshops they attend are 
often “not worthwhile” and “not applicable”, but she noted that this staff development 
workshop was “enjoyable . . .satisfying . . .hands-on . . .of value and relevant” (L, T5, L159-
163 and L167-174).  Wilson et al. (2015) state that it is important for teachers to experience 
learning that empowers them with skills to cope with the realities in the classroom and equips 
them with practical tools to support learners’ diversity.  
Key results emerged from the short review above regarding teacher empowerment. These 
results are discussed in four subthemes.  
4.2.1.1 Sub-theme 1: Knowledge gained 
Regarding the thematic analysis of the feedback from the staff development workshop and 
from the individual interviews, all the participants said they had learnt a lot about character 
strengths and their possible value in supporting learners in the classroom. Teacher 6, for 




teacher mentioned that she had gained a great deal of new knowledge about character strengths 
and that the information shared during the staff development workshop was new and interesting 
(WS, R6, Q11). Another response indicated that teachers had gained a better understanding of 
the different components and concepts of character strengths (WS, R1, Q11). 
Teachers felt that knowing about character strength identification would help equip them with 
skills to correctly identify the needs of learners. One of the teachers mentioned that the 
workshop taught her how to better support learners emotionally (WS, R5, Q13). Teacher 3 felt 
that “knowledge about character strengths is very important as this will guide how the teachers 
treat the learners” (I, T3, L97-98). Teacher 1 similarly appreciated the newly acquired asset-
based knowledge, which was a useful frame of reference for learner support. She emphasised 
the importance of having this “background knowledge” (I, T1, L10, 71, 85, 104) to 
“understand how it works” (I, T1, L71). Other teachers agreed that the use of strengths is 
practical and easily implemented when they have the necessary background knowledge. One 
teacher, for example, described the use of strengths “as impromptu; in the spur of the moment 
if you have the required knowledge and skills to know what to look for” (I, T3, L60-61). In 
other words, this approach would come naturally, by default once one is empowered with that 
knowledge.  
One of the teachers claimed that a detailed discussion of the identification of character strengths 
had taught her how to understand other individuals better (WS, R7, Q 9). Teacher 7 echoed this 
and said that “it makes everything easier . . .you understand learners better” (I, T7, L88). 
Teacher 6 agreed that that she had “gained a lot more knowledge about what constitutes a 
person” (I, T6, L92), and that there is a better “understanding between her and other 
individuals” (I, T6, L10). Teacher 2 described how the knowledge of strengths empowered her 
“to explain and understand other people’s behaviours” (I, T2, L7), “it increased self-
knowledge” (I, T2, L10) and she “can identify her strengths” (I, T2, L17). 
Teacher 6 suggested that knowing her own strengths would probably help her to support 
learners in areas they struggle with and to acquire various skills. She explained that she “can 
guide learners to work more structured, have more effective time-management and planning 
skills and teach them to prioritise” (I, T6, L20-21). Respondent 2 emphasised in the workshop 
feedback that she not only learned a lot about her own strengths but also the challenges she 




4.2.1.2 Subtheme 2: Deeper insight and awareness 
Most teachers reported gaining fresh insight on various levels after the staff development 
workshop. The teachers indicated that the most significant insight they gained related to the 
unique needs of learners and how to support them appropriately (WS, R1, Q12; WS, R2, Q13; 
WS, R3, Q11; WS, R6, Q12). Teacher 7 expressed how important it is to be aware of learners’ 
diverse needs, and that this “insight” helped him “to know how to treat learners differently” 
(I, T7, L17). This view was echoed by another teacher who mentioned that she gained “a great 
deal” of insight in “identifying unique strengths and weaknesses” of learners (I, T4, 
L16,18,19). They recognised that deeper insight into the learners’ strengths was effective in 
supporting diversity (WS, R4, Q12). One teacher mentioned that she became aware that new 
insights about the strengths of learners “are in her subconscious . . . that it just made sense” 
(I, T1, L64). It appears that the insights resonated with the teachers.  
Some teachers said that new knowledge of character strengths had given them deeper insight 
into learners' behaviours, teachers’ behaviours and those of their colleagues (WS, R5Q9). 
Teacher 3, for example, mentioned that the identification of strengths “confirmed a lot about 
himself” and that it gave him “a lot of insight about other individuals and how to approach 
them in the workplace” (I, T3, L11, 14-15). One teacher noted that “one tends to ignore 
behaviour that one does not understand” (I, T1, L10) but that she gained “more insight in why 
people behave as they do” (I, T1, L7). All seven teachers indicated on the feedback forms after 
the workshop that they strongly agreed that it was helpful to identify character strengths (WS, 
R1-7, Q6).  
4.2.1.3 Sub-theme 3: Reshaping perceptions 
Several educators reported that increased insight into character strengths of learners had caused 
them to reassess their ideas and beliefs. One of the teachers explained that she “made the 
mistake in the past to think that everyone should be like me” (I, T6, L93). She perceived 
learners in a mainstream school to “be left-brained” (I, T6, L93) which implies that learners 
should all have the ability to excel in activities such as critical thinking and problem solving 
(Nyunt, 2016). The same teacher acknowledged that new insights and knowledge had changed 
her perceptions and “allowed her to give individuals room to be themselves; to act and function 
the way they prefer” (I, T6, L94-96). One teacher mentioned that the identification of strengths 




Teacher 3 explained that he used to perceive all learners in a mainstream school to be the same 
and have the same abilities. However, he came to realise that “there is a lot of diversity within 
a mainstream school” and that “diversity needs to be supported and celebrated” (I, T3, L113). 
The analysis from the workshop feedback confirmed that strength identification created an 
appreciation of diversity (WS, R3, Q11) and that teachers became more aware of both learners’ 
uniqueness and their own individuality (WS, R2, Q9). Another shared her experience that she 
used to view all learners as “the same”, but that the staff development workshop had helped 
her to feel “equipped” to view learners as having different “strengths and weaknesses . . . 
instead of viewing them all the same” (I, T4, L16-20). The importance of supporting learners 
according to diverse needs instead of generalising surfaced in the feedback data (WS, R2, Q13).   
Other participants indicated that newly acquired knowledge and insight caused them to re-
evaluate their behaviour and responses towards learners. One teacher indicated that deeper 
“insight . . . will possibly change your reaction to the child because you have a better 
understanding” (I, T1, L7-8). She pointed out that “it helps you not to be biased” (I, T1, L178) 
and that now she takes caution not to judge learners without knowledge of their strengths. She 
said, “you sometimes read them wrongly . . . it is easy to label a child” (I, T1, L69, 70). One 
teacher mentioned how he had to re-evaluate “his own behaviour” and to “make adjustments” 
in the way he supported learners (I, T7, L92). He explained that he became aware of “different 
ways” to “accommodate learners according to strengths . . . and to allow them to learn in their 
unique way” (I, T7, L102, 104, 106). It changed his perspective from “everyone is the same” 
to “treating learners uniquely” (I, T7, L17).  
Several teachers shared that they felt empowered to adjust their views of learner support. 
Teacher 6, for example, suggested that the “identification of learners' strengths will assist 
educators to re-evaluate their approach” and “really know how to support learners” (I, T6, 
L81). She explained that instead of rushing through the work as usual, she changed her 
approach according to the strengths of learners. She “allowed them to voice their opinion . . . 
and gave them an opportunity . . . it made an immediate positive impact” (I, T6, L112-114). 
Teacher 2 believed she was better equipped to implement alternative ways to support learners’ 
diverse needs in a way she never fully understood before. Where she “always used to say no” 
(I, T2, L88) to learners’ requests to leave the room, “now I think . . . does the child just want 
to get out a bit? Can the child perhaps not sit still for so long and only wants to stretch his/her 
legs?  . . . Now I understand it. Or a child that seeks a lot of attention, I will better be able to 




her “to do introspection” (I, T4, L122) and re-evaluate the way teachers support learners. She 
explained: “it helped me a lot to change my usual approach with certain learners . . . when I 
became aware of these tools, I realised that I used to treat everyone the same . . . I used to 
present lessons in exactly the same way to everyone, but now I realise that this specific child 
cannot understand it like that and I have to change my approach” (I, T4, L31, 33-38).  
All seven teachers stated that the new knowledge and insights on the identification and 
utilisation of learner strengths had changed their perspectives after attending the workshop. 
They suggested various ways in which they would change their pedagogy: 
• To develop a more positive approach to increase optimal learning, to motivate learners 
to try their best and to increase a positive attitude in learners (WS, R5 and R7, Q14). 
• To help learners reach their full potential through acknowledgement of strengths and 
individual needs (WS, R2, Q14). 
• To give learners the opportunity and freedom to apply their strengths and be themselves 
(WS, R5, Q14).  
• To show more understanding and compassion for learners and different behaviours 
(WS, R4, Q14). 
• To provide support according to diverse needs (WS, R7, Q14).  
• To increase willingness to implement different teaching styles and various techniques 
to accommodate diversity (WS, R1 and R3, Q14). 
• To be eager to implement character strength principles because they have the potential 
to make a positive impact (WS, R6, Q14).  
It is clear from the preceding discussion of the findings that the identification of character 
strengths empowered teachers with new knowledge, deeper insight and awareness, and the 
wisdom to adapt pre-conceived ideas, beliefs, and practices. This subtheme related strongly 
to subtheme 4, which described the beneficial effects of identification and utilisation of 





4.2.1.4 Sub-theme 4: Complementing inclusive principles 
All seven participants reported that the identification and utilisation of character strengths add 
value to the implementation of inclusive educational principles. The definition and principles 
of inclusive education are examined in detail in Chapter 1 (1.3). 
It is evident from the thematic analysis that the teachers had a good understanding of the 
meaning of inclusive education in a mainstream school and the various pedagogical approaches 
available to support the diverse needs of learners. Most teachers felt that there are various 
challenges regarding inclusive education and the requirement to support learners’ diverse 
needs. One teacher mentioned that it is “very challenging” (I, T6, L172) to create a learning 
environment where all learners feel included. She said it is expected that teachers “finish a 
certain amount of work within a certain amount of time” and that “I only have 30 minutes a 
day maximum with the children” (I, T6, L174). Teachers mentioned other challenges, for 
example, that they “work with such a terrible tempo the whole time” (I, T1, L99), that teachers 
have many children in a class and it “is not possible half to include everyone” (I, T4, L131-
132) and that “there is not time to get to know children” (I, T2, L14).  
The participants reported that they felt equipped with the necessary skills to implement, 
enhance or even rethink the way they incorporated inclusive pedagogies in the classroom. The 
teachers thought that character strength identification and the use of learners’ assets can assist 
in implementing inclusive principles to accommodate learners according to their diverse needs, 
increase and celebrate diversity, acknowledge learners’ individuality, promote learner 
participation and adjust their teaching methods to encourage successful learning for all. One 
teacher mentioned that the identification and utilisation of character strengths has an important 
place in inclusive education. He commented that he was able to approach “each learner in his 
or her unique way” (I, T7, L149). He felt “empowered with tools” to (I, T7, L93-94) “treat 
each learner in a unique way” (I, T7, L16).  
The findings showed that all seven participants recognised the potential of character strength 
utilisation in accommodating all learners according to diverse needs. Teacher 1, for example, 
mentioned that “instead of being angry, I try to accommodate him in a different way” (I, T1, 
L29-10). Teacher 7 indicated that new insights in strength identification made him realise that 
“you cannot do everything in the same manner for all learners; you have to have various 




she can adapt her teaching methods to include all learners “so that some learners can relate 
more” (I, T4, L120).  
Several teachers felt they had learnt how to use character strengths as a tool to increase skilful 
planning and presentation of lessons to support learners according to strengths. Teacher 1, for 
example, indicated that after the workshop, she felt more equipped to “automatically plan her 
lessons to utilise learners’ strengths” (I, T1, L81, 83). Teacher 3 mentioned that, going 
forward, he would attempt to “approach the learner who is more reserved and shy differently” 
(I, T3, L58). He indicated that he felt more equipped to support all learners because it “helps 
you to better anticipate the potential of the child” (I, T3, L93). Teacher 5 echoed the benefit 
of the awareness of strengths when she explained: “when a learner enjoys talking, let the child 
come to the front to present a part of the lesson” (I, T5, L56). Teacher 6 realised the benefit of 
using strengths when doing group work in class. She explained that some learners “have to 
have interaction with other learners because it motivated them”, whereas she found that the 
learners who are more independent “function better on their own” (I, T6, L62-63). She 
believed that teachers must “treat learners accordingly” (I, T6, L65). One teacher mentioned 
that it would be easier to implement inclusive principles “if character strengths are identified 
at the beginning of the year . . . as it guides the teacher to know how to treat the child for the 
remainder of the year” (I, T4, L137, 140-141). Another teacher viewed the identification of 
strengths as a very practical and helpful way to address diverse needs in learners. He suggested 
that in his experience it helped him to identify role division during group work. For example, 
the child with strong leadership qualities could “be the leader” or the learner who is helpful 
could “help get the apparatus” (I, T3, L51-55). 
Teacher 5 described her experience of adapting teaching methods and thinking creatively to 
include learners according to their unique strengths. She challenged learners to research a 
concept not included in the grade 7 syllabus. She indicated that “the learners enjoyed it and I 
could satisfy the needs of some learners” (I, T5, L79-80). She explained that the identification 
of strengths made it possible to support learners in “treating every learner in a specific way to 
reach their optimal potential” (I, T5, L104-105). Teacher 4 indicated that the identification 
and use of strengths were beneficial when planning and presenting lessons to promote active 
learning for all. She mentioned that she “can now adapt her lessons according to the strengths 
of learners to accommodate children and to increase constructive learning for all” (I, T4, L62-
65). She suggested that “character strengths” may guide her to “know how to support” the 




believes that “those tools helped him to work better with people . . . to elicit their individual 
best according to their potential” (I, T7, L95-97).  
Several teachers observed that using their knowledge of strengths may contribute to the 
recognition of diversity and individuality. One teacher explained that the identification and use 
of character strengths “help to get diversity in the classroom” (I, T1, L80). Teacher 2 reasoned 
that it would benefit educators to know learners more personally, become aware of their 
uniqueness and realise that a learner “is no longer just a number” (I, T2, L 82). The findings 
indicated that some teachers were motivated to approach and support learners according to 
their individuality. One of the teachers explained that she “wants to develop their potential” 
by “giving them the freedom to be themselves without putting them in boxes” (I, T6, L106-
108). Teacher 3 felt equipped with skills to increase inclusivity and he explained that he is 
“now able to treat learners individually” (I, T3, L92). Teacher 7 said that “learners should be 
allowed to be themselves at school and live out their strengths” I, T7, L157-158) and explained 
that he now “gave some learners more freedom to be who they are in [his] classroom, 
especially the more quiet learners, who want to be more on their own” (I, T7, L51-53). 
Most educators appeared to have implemented some principles in support of inclusive 
pedagogy. Inclusive pedagogies, as described in Chapter 2 (2.5.1 and 2.5.2) are the methods of 
instruction that teachers implement to accommodate individual differences and needs without 
segregation of learners from mainstream activities and learning experiences (Florian & Beaton, 
2017). The teachers thought that strength-based principles have the potential to complement 
the inclusive principles and teaching methods that they already implement to increase 
participation and active learning in the classroom. One teacher indicated that she found “peer 
support to be very effective” (I, T6, L147) and that strength identification “serves as a guide” 
to understand “how to approach things and to identify areas of support” (I, T6, L155, 157). 
She uses peer learning as an inclusive pedagogical approach, where one student takes on the 
role of a tutor to help another student or a small group of learners master a particular task, 
concept or skill (Topping et al., 2017). Teacher 5 reported that the identification of character 
strengths can “definitely” (I, T5, L56) serve as support to strengthen the use of principles of 
inclusive pedagogies that she implemented in her classroom. She reported that she asked the 
children who are high achievers to assist others through peer learning. She felt she had 
developed new skills to implement existing inclusive pedagogies such as peer learning 




beneficial in creating an environment conducive to effective learning and teaching (WS, R1, 
Q13).  
4.2.2 Theme 2: Character strength as a pillar of learner support 
This theme encapsulates the teachers’ perceptions of the use of character strengths for learner 
support. Character strengths as a pillar of support is an umbrella term used in this dissertation 
to describe asset-based support offered by teachers on various levels and domains of 
functioning to assist the learners in the class.  
 
Lottman et al. (2017) describe the identification and utilisation of character strengths as the 
cornerstone for positive psychology and asset-based support in the classroom.  The findings 
indicated that teachers perceived character strengths as an important part of learner support and 
that without it, optimal support may not be achieved. It can therefore be suggested that this 
asset-based approach, is viewed by teachers as a pillar of learner support.  
 
This finding is supported by research that indicates the ways in which learners’ character 
strengths can be utilised in class. to provide diverse support regarding academic performance, 
emotional well-being, social well-being, and interpersonal growth (Ghielen et al., 2017; 
Khanna & Singh, 2019; Rand et al., 2020). Character strengths identification is thus seen as a 
core aspect of asset-based learner support. This approach underpins inclusive education 
policies which emphasise the importance of acknowledging learners’ assets and strengths to 
successfully implement inclusive education principles and offer support for the diverse needs 
of learners (DoE, 2001). 
 
As described in Chapter 2 (2.2.2), character strengths refer to the identification of assets of 
individuals and the use of these strengths to promote optimal development and emotional well-
being (Park & Peterson, 2009). The terms assets and strengths are used interchangeably in 
literature. Myende (2017) describes assets as skills, abilities or natural inborn capacities of 
individuals. When learners are given the opportunity to use their assets or character strengths, 
they experience well-being and flourishing (Wissing, 2014).  
 
The concept of learner support is clarified in Chapter 1 (1.8). Learner support is a broad term 




ways to address individual needs that result in learner participation, well-being, access to 
quality education, and inclusion of all (Nel et al., 2016).  
 
The analysis of the interview data indicated that some of the seven teachers who participated 
define character strengths as an indication of “what comes naturally for an individual . . . being 
content and able to flourish” (I, T1, L24) Such support would lead to feelings of gratification 
and fulfilment. Teacher 7 viewed character strengths as a building block of an individual’s 
personality that “make every person unique” (I, T7, L37) and thus implied that to recognise 
each learners’ uniqueness would be the best way to support them.  
 
Respondents were asked to indicate whether they perceived character strengths identification 
and use as a possible means for learner support. In all cases, the participants reported that they 
felt that strength-based principles would help to support all learners in the class. One teacher 
described the identification of strengths as “to determine leadership skills . . . to put individuals 
in the right position . . . to utilise the strengths of learners where they best operate” (I, T3, L2-
3, 7). The theme contained three sub-themes. Each sub-theme is explained in detail to reveal 
how teachers view the various ways in which the identification and utilisation of character 
strengths can support learners.  
 
4.2.2.1 Subtheme 1: Emotional well-being 
Well-being is described in detail in Chapter 2 (2.4.1). Renshaw and Arslan (2016) describe 
well-being as a comprehensive term including the healthy functioning of individuals and an 
overall sense of a positive experience of life.  
All seven teachers reported that the identification and use of character strengths help to provide 
learners with emotional support to enhance well-being. One teacher observed that learners are 
exposed to numerous adverse circumstances; she said that “our children are emotionally 
broken” and she can “support learners on an emotional level” (I, T2, L37, 60). She believes 
that if children and teachers are aware of the learners' strengths, it can offer a positive approach 
to “enlighten a child's life” (I, T2, L51). Another teacher agreed that “it may change the child's 
outlook on life” (I, T3, L66) positively if awareness of strengths is created. The statements in 
the individual interviews are supported by the responses from the workshop feedback. 




life’s challenges and that it may assist in emotional intelligence if it is implemented in schools 
(WS, R3, Q15).  
Several teachers emphasised the importance of getting to know individual learners in a more 
holistic manner, rather than merely on academic level. They thought that the identification of 
character strengths may assist educators to become more “personally involved” (I, T4, L155) 
and to communicate a message of emotional support: “we care” (I, T4, L160). One teacher 
commented that it “would be wonderful for teachers to know the strengths of learners . . . It 
makes a huge difference. The learner is not merely a number” (I, T2, L78, 82), pointing 
towards care for the children’s emotional well-being. Teacher 3 mentioned that “it immediately 
makes an impact” (I, T3, L120) when a child is noticed and that “they flourish” (I, T3, L119) 
when recognised. Teachers thus implied that the use of character strengths can assist them to 
get to know the learners as individuals with unique character strengths. Learners who 
experience that teachers are interested in them and they are acknowledged for who they are can 
increase feelings of well-being (Leskisenoja & Uusiautti, 2017). 
Findings of the interviews indicated that educators found the use of character strengths valuable 
in creating a sense of belonging and to create a “safe haven” (I, T7, L164) for learners. As 
evidence for emotional investment in the learners, one teacher mentioned the importance of 
conveying the message to learners that they are “acknowledged” and “noticed” and explained 
that learners “want to feel accepted for who they are. They want to know they belong” (I, T6, 
L189-191). 
Teachers reported that an asset-based approach may result in an improved relationship between 
the teacher and the learners. Two teachers agreed that when they “praised learners it had a 
noticeable impact on some learners” (I, T3, L29-30) which resulted in the learners being 
“more open” (I, T3, L35) to the teacher and “looking forward to his subject” (I, T3, L35). One 
teacher explained the positive impact when she allowed a learner to utilise his strengths: “He 
saw I listened to him, he immediately carried on with his work. I feel it contributed to the 
success of that activity that day . . .  he had more courage to ask me for help . . . and advice” 
(I, T6, L114-116, 118-119). Teacher 7 accommodated learners to express their individuality 
according to their strengths. He described that it resulted in learners being more “open towards 
him . . . they communicate in a more relaxed manner with him” and “exhibit more positive 
behaviour” (I, T7, L56-58). There was “a more positive” (I, T7, L69) atmosphere between 




all” (I, T7, L70). Positive relationships with teachers may consequently have a positive impact 
on learner well-being.  
Four teachers pointed out the interrelatedness between learners’ well-being and academic 
performance. One teacher commented that if “there is more effort in looking after a child’s 
well-being . . .  to take care of their hearts . . . a sixty percent may change to an eighty percent” 
(I, T5, L230-232). Teacher 2 believed that learners will “achieve academically if they 
experience emotional well-being” (I, T2, L61). Yet another teacher suggested that the 
identification of learners’ assets could be useful to know how to encourage learners to use their 
strengths. His experience was that “it really helped to motivate learners more” (I, T3, L39-
40). He further mentioned that when learners “are praised . . .  they will put more effort into 
their work” (I, T3, L66-67). Teacher 7 realised that when he allowed the learners “to be 
themselves and to be more at ease in his class”, the learners tended to “enjoy it more and 
automatically do better academically” (I, T7, L66-67). He mentioned by “supporting learners 
you include them, and they will definitely give their best” (I, T7, L160).  Thus, as the verbatim 
quotations show, teachers viewed character strengths identification and utilisation valuable to 
enable a level of well-being in the class.  
4.2.2.2 Subtheme 2: Holistic development 
Holistic development of learners refers to the academic and the non-academic development of 
the child (Bautista et al., 2016). O'Flaherty and McCormack (2019) explain that teachers who 
offer holistic support not only focus on cognitive and skills development but also provide 
social, moral, and emotional assistance for learners to experience competencies in all domains 
of functioning.  
Several teachers indicated that other domains are important in addition to academic progress 
and achievement. The results corroborate the holistic approach to offer comprehensive support 
(Donald et al., 2014). One teacher mentioned that “it is important to aim for academic 
performance and good marks” (I, T3, L 153) but the “curriculum does not allow for quality 
time with learners” (I, T3, L157-158). She believes that the identification of character strengths 
may be an effective way to foster a classroom atmosphere where the child may realise “it is 
not always all about academic performance and marks” (I, T3, L161). Another teacher echoed 
the importance of supporting the child “to develop academically” (I, T6, L82) and to foster 
social welfare: “I will even know how to support them when they have social issues or 




[strengths], one can assist learners on various levels to develop as an individual – definitely 
not only on an academic level” (I, T6, L89-90).  
Findings showed that teachers were inclined to support learners in the development of all 
domains of functioning such as emotional, social, cognitive, and moral. Teacher 1 mentioned 
that “they are focused on the development of the child . . . to reach his full potential” (I, T1, 
L177). She explained that the learners’ potential requires successful development “on all 
levels” (I, T1, L185). Teachers indicated that they could utilise character strengths to support 
learners holistically. Teacher 5 felt that what was “effective” (I, T5, L4) regarding the 
identification of strengths and what stood out for her was that “I can utilise it in my classroom 
. . . to allow these children to grow better and achieve better in your class” (I, T5, L4, 6-7) “to 
help a child reach their optimal potential” (I, T5, L15).  
Children are more likely to achieve their potential if they are given the opportunity to grow as 
a whole person (Bates-Krakoff et al., 2016). This holistic approach was confirmed by six of 
the seven participants. They viewed the implementation of character strength identification as 
a method to support all learners on various domains of functioning in the classroom and outside 
of the class. One teacher, for example, mentioned that he thought “it can definitely make a 
difference on all domains” (I, T3, 69) and that if strengths of learners are acknowledged, it will 
“spread to all areas” (I, T3, L72). He thought that the use of strengths will “impact everything 
positively” (I, T3, L75) and “if you approach it with the correct knowledge, it will make a huge 
difference on various levels” (I, T3, L83). 
Another teacher indicated the relevance of holistic support to inclusive education. She viewed 
the identification and use of character strengths as essential to support the child on all levels. 
She stressed that environmental influences need to be considered when support is offered. She 
said that support was not “only on an academic level, but also about how the child feels . . . 
about the circumstances of learners” (I, T2, L106).  
Teacher 4 suggested that the “child’s strengths and weaknesses need to be identified and 
considered” (I, T4, L11, 99) to provide holistic support in the classroom. She thought that “a 
focus only on the strengths of the learner will not allow her to see the child as a whole” (I, T4, 
L96-97). Teacher 1 concurred. She mentioned that the identification of strengths can help the 





Several teachers discussed the possible benefits of identifying learners' strengths for the whole 
school and their parents. This systemic approach supports Bronfenbrenner’s Bio-ecological 
Model as discussed in Chapter 2 (2.3). A “character strengths language and lens” is needed 
throughout the whole school to create awareness among all educators, staff and management 
(Linkins et al., 2015, p. 67). One participant endorsed the implementation of strength-based 
principles for all staff, “especially individuals in management positions” (I, T3, L134) and 
“parents can also benefit from this” (I, T3, L164).  Teacher 4 agreed that a systemic approach 
regarding strengths of learners was needed in the empowerment of all significant role players 
to support children in the classroom. It is important for the whole school community to be 
educated about character strengths identification and to work collaboratively to support 
learners accordingly (Hoare et al., 2017). She felt that “the parents should know what strength-
based support is” (I, T4, L109) to be able to “reinforce utilisation of strengths at home and 
school” (I, T4, L112-113).  For this reason, she mentioned that it was necessary “that everyone 
should be empowered” (I, T4, L111).  
Teacher 7 viewed the implementation and utilisation of character strengths as a “value-add for 
any school because it can be implemented in various ways and many domains” (I, T7, L177-
178). He believed that “it is easy to implement in a school, to extend to various levels such as 
socialising, sports and cultural activities” (I, T7, L170-172). Another teacher agreed that the 
use of learner strengths can be beneficial not only on an academic level but that it has 
advantages “on all areas . . . on the sports field, in cultural activities” (I, T5, L222-223). She 
believed that learners’ strengths may possibly be used “outside of the classroom . . .  for 
example, in the marketing of the school” (I, T5, L220-221).   
4.2.2.3 Learner empowerment 
Teachers viewed the identification and utilisation of character strengths as empowering for 
learners. If learners are made aware of their character strengths it could increase self-
knowledge and self-development (Bu & Duan, 2018). The teachers agreed and added that they 
were in the ideal supporting role to nurture learners’ strengths and support their shortcomings 
to enable learner empowerment. One teacher thought that “you are automatically going to 
create proper channels to help learners develop their strengths” and “develop areas of 
growth” (I, T1, L88-90, 8-9). Another teacher pointed out that she would also “definitely 
encourage learners to move from their comfort zone . . . to work on challenges” (I, T5, L108-
109). Yet another teacher claimed that character strength identification can make a lifelong 




and that “learners will not only find it useful for this year; they will be able to take it with them 
into their future” (I, T6, L79-80). 
Teacher 2 mentioned the importance of learners being aware of their strengths. She believed 
the learners “have very little knowledge of themselves” (I, T2, L63) and character strength 
identification may help them to have a “better understanding of who they are and how they 
function” (I, T2, L50, 65). This sentiment was echoed by Teacher 3 when stating that “. . . 
learners are not educated in character strengths” (I, T3, L64-65). He mentioned that learners 
may not only benefit from knowing their strengths but “they will be empowered to become 
aware of other learners’ strengths” and to “treat each other accordingly” (I, T3, L63-64). The 
response from Teacher 6 illustrates that she felt that self-knowledge was important to equip 
learners to function effectively in the classroom. She believed that teachers should equip 
learners to “know themselves better as a person and as a leader in their classrooms . . . to 
function effectively . . . very important that you know yourself, you know your strengths, you 
know your weaknesses” (I, T6, L3-5).  
Several teachers felt that their recognition of learners’ strengths encouraged a sense of self-
confidence in some learners, as well as self-belief and courage. One teacher, for example, noted 
that accommodating a learner according to her strengths “gave her more self-confidence” (I, 
T1, L50). The teacher believed that “when the children are aware of their strengths, they will 
naturally gain more confidence and the belief in their own abilities will increase” (I, T1, L75-
76). In other words, awareness of their own strengths can be empowering for learners. 
4.2.3 Theme 3: Incorporating character strengths in the classroom 
4.2.3.1 Sub-theme 1: Spontaneous adaption in the classroom 
Although there was no formal intervention implemented to give teachers the opportunity to 
apply new knowledge about identification and utilisation of character strengths, the findings 
indicate that teachers spontaneously created opportunities to use learners’ strengths.  
Teacher 6 believed that the workshop equipped her with knowledge, skills and the ability to 
“already identify” the strengths of learners and to “treat them accordingly” (I, T6. 64-65). 
This knowledge guided her to adapt the activities in the classroom to allow for more groupwork 
for those learners who needed the “interaction with a friend” or to accommodate learners to 




Several teachers reported that the identification of strengths served as a guide to better plan 
seating charts in their classrooms to improve discipline. Teacher 5 described her experience 
related to classroom discipline when: “I moved learners around in my class to improve 
discipline . . .it definitely has the potential to improve discipline . . . I definitely saw an 
improvement” (I, T5, L71-74) and “it will definitely help me to implement these principles to 
have optimal discipline in my class” (I, T5, L125, 127). The response from Teacher 3 
confirmed the benefit of gaining knowledge about learners’ strengths “beforehand” as it “will 
greatly assist in seating arrangements, discipline, and effective group work   . . . it will place 
you as educator in a better position” (I, T3, L100-104) to improve organisation in the 
classroom such as discipline (WS, R7, Q11). Teacher 6 believed that “knowledge about 
character strengths will empower her to arrange learners’ seating charts to benefit all 
learners” (I, T6, L54-56). Teacher 3 reported that he changed his usual approach in dealing 
with difficult behaviour of one of the grade 7 boys. He mentioned that with “the little 
knowledge” (I, T3, 79) he had, he could “try it a little differently” and “put aside” (I, T3, 81) 
his usual way of handling the situation.  
Teachers reported that the workshop had provided them with practical ideas on how to support 
learners more successfully in groupwork according to strengths, which promotes effective 
learning opportunities. Teacher 1, for example, explained that “it was much easier to divide 
the class into groups to collaborate a variety of strengths” (I, T1, L56-57). Teacher 7 
confirmed this sentiment. He said that the identification of strengths was beneficial to “place 
the correct learners next to each other so they can complement each other” (I, T7, L12-13). 
For example, allocating roles in the group: who should be the leader or who will enjoy reporting 
back to the class (WS, R5, Q12).  
Teacher 1 explained how she adapted her approach to encourage involvement of more reserved 
learners. She accommodated the learners who do not like that “attention is focused on them” 
(I, T1, L38) and walked towards them to ask the questions instead of insisting they answer in 
front of the whole class. The same teacher further explained that this “background knowledge” 
of a learners’ strengths gave her a better understanding of how to “adapt the way you ask a 
question to get the learner to be more involved” (I, T1, 71-72). Identification of strengths also 
aided her to “automatically” (I, T1, 81) plan her lessons to give learners the opportunity to 




Teacher 3 explained that the knowledge of learners’ strengths helped him to accommodate the 
learners who need to hear instructions “more than once” and to “go slower through the work” 
(I, T3, L110).  
Another teacher commented on how she had changed her teaching style to accommodate 
learners in the class. She mentioned that she “loves jokes” (I, T4, L119) but she became aware 
of some learners’ needs to focus more seriously on the tasks at hand. They cannot afford to be 
distracted. She decided to “keep her lessons shorter and tell maybe one joke instead of being 
funny the whole time” (I, T4, L122-123). This helped her to accommodate both the learners 
who are fun-loving and those who take academic learning more seriously. Teacher 7 echoed 
this sentiment that the identification of learners’ strengths changed the “way in which one 
always taught” (I, T7, L102) to “use different ways now” (I, T7, L102) to support learners.  
Teacher 5 said that she gave learners a research assignment on which they had to report back. 
This was an activity that she normally would not include in Mathematics. She explained that 
she had new knowledge of learners’ strengths and would adapt her teaching methods 
accordingly to focus on their assets. For example, she called a learner who “enjoys talking” to 
the “front to present a part of the lesson” (I, T5, 56-57).  She said that “the children enjoyed 
it a lot” (I, T5, 80) and she could accommodate learners’ needs in that it made “a few other 
personalities feel content” (I, T5, 80). 
Another teacher mentioned that he tried a softer approach with “those children that you have 
to treat in cotton wool” (I, T3, L28) and a more positive approach in acknowledging the 
strengths of learners and to “give a bit more compliments” (I, T3, L29).  
Most teachers indicated that they were now more aware of learners’ strengths in the classroom 
and that they “try to get the good things out of the child” (I, T3, 136).  
Teacher 6 explained that in the past, she would rush through the work and not have time for 
learners to share their thoughts. After the workshop, she accommodated diverse needs of 
learners and allowed those who enjoyed talking and were verbally strong to “freely voice their 
opinion in class” (I, T6, L112). She gave that learner the “opportunity” (I, T6, L113) to “share 
your thoughts with us” (I, T6, L114). 
Another teacher confirmed that after the workshop, she felt enabled to implement different 
approaches in lesson planning, presentation of content, assessment techniques and in her 




4.2.3.2 Sub-theme 2: Enabling influence of actions taken 
Most teachers reported that the changes they had implemented to accommodate and support 
character strengths had had a positive effect on the learners’ well-being, behaviour and 
attitudes, relationships between teachers and learners, participation, and academic performance 
in their classes.  
Teacher 1, for example, reported that accommodating a learner’s preferences resulted in her 
being “more relaxed” (I, T1, L47) and she displayed “a bit more confidence” (I, T1, L50). 
Teacher 5 mentioned that when using a learner’s enjoyment of the spotlight and talking in front 
of people, “the child shines because he or she can now do what they enjoy” (I, T5, L57). 
Teacher 3 mentioned that learners “flourish” (I, T3, L119) when you acknowledge their 
strengths and notice the child for who he or she is.  
Teacher 3 noted a change in one of the children’s behaviour and attitude following changes he 
made in his disciplinary approach. The teacher reported that “it made a difference” (I, T3, L78) 
for the child. The learner “greets me friendly” (I, T3, L82) and behaviour “improved in the 
class” (I, T3, L79). This teacher also experienced that the acknowledgement of learners’ 
strengths, accommodation of diversity and his increased efforts to motivate learners “has an 
effect on them [the learners]” (I, T3, L30 and L111).  
Teacher 6 felt that “the impact it made was positive” (I, T6, L114) when she gave learners 
more opportunities to be who they are and to use their strengths. The teacher described a change 
in the learners’ attitudes and behaviour. She mentioned that the learner “saw I listened to him” 
(I, T6, L115) and that he “immediately . . . carried on with his work” (I, T6, L115-116). This 
behaviour was a change from the learner’s previous unwillingness to focus on tasks. Teacher 
6 explained that because she accommodated his needs and gave him an opportunity to voice 
his opinions, she believed it “contributed to the success of that one small activity that day” (I, 
T6, L116).  
Identifying and using character strengths of learners positively impacted the teacher-learner 
relationship. Teacher 6, for example, indicated that a learner had “more courage . . . to ask for 
help” (I, T6, L118) and for “advice” regarding “extra summaries” (I, T6, L119) to help him 
with his work. Teacher 7 found that the learners were “more approachable” and that they are 




Teacher 1 involved the more reserved learners by changing her approach when asking 
questions. She tried to accommodate the learners’ preferences and reported that if the child was 
not “prominently exposed” (I, T1, L43) when answering questions, it was more likely that 
“then she would answer” (I, T1, L44). Teacher 7 also reported an increase in active 
participation. He added that some learners were now more involved because they “sometimes 
ask more questions than what they normally would” (I, T7, L57). 
Teacher 7 also mentioned that his awareness of character strengths and diverse needs of 
learners, and his effort to “approach it differently” (I, T7, L105) had a positive effect on some 
learners’ academic performance. He explained that “the average surely raised, especially some 
of the weaker children” (I, T7, L106). He mentioned that some learners’ “self-motivation is 
definitely more” because of the opportunities they have to “be more themselves” (I, T7, L66). 
One of the teachers mentioned that if teachers focused on strengths in the classroom, it may 
contribute to learners’ successful functioning in school and in life in general (WS, R2, Q12). 
4.3 THE FINDINGS OF THE STUDY IN RELATION TO THE LITERATURE 
The aim of the study was to obtain answers to the following research questions: 
• What are the perceptions of grade 7 teachers regarding the identification and utilisation 
of character strengths for learner support in a mainstream classroom? 
• What are the views of grade 7 teachers on incorporating character strengths to support 
all learners in a mainstream classroom?  
In this section, the findings of the individual interviews and the staff development workshop 
feedback forms are discussed in relation to the literature and the research questions. Positive 
psychology can be applied to various settings, including education (Alzina & Paniello, 2017). 
The concept of character strengths, as described in Chapter 2 (2.3.1), is one of the pillars of 
positive psychology (Rashid & Seligman, 2019). Data were analysed to explore grade 7 
teachers’ perceptions of the identification and use of character strengths for learner support in 
a mainstream school.  
A timeline illustrated the process of data collection in Chapter 3 (3.4). Initially a staff 
development workshop was conducted to provide the participating teachers with information 
about the identification and utilisation of character strengths as support for learners in a 
mainstream classroom.  Afterwards, all seven grade 7 teachers completed a workshop feedback 




strengths in the classroom. Individual interviews were scheduled with all seven teachers, 
starting approximately a month after the workshop.  
It was evident from our discussions prior to the workshop and the interviews that all seven 
grade 7 teachers had been reluctant to attend the workshop and set aside time for individual 
interviews because of their busy schedules. Time constraint is mentioned in the literature as 
one of the barriers that prevent teachers from attending workshops and growing professionally 
(Chuckry, 2019). During the workshop and the individual interviews, most of the teachers had, 
however, voiced the need for support in the form of worthwhile and relevant workshops to 
empower them with knowledge, skills and practical courses of action to provide support for 
learners’ diverse needs.  
The findings echo the opinion of Engelbrecht et al. (2016) that teachers lack resources and 
support to successfully manage challenging circumstances and to create diverse support for all 
learners. Florian and Black-Hawkins (2011) report on their research findings that teachers in a 
mainstream school feel that they have insufficient skills and knowledge to offer diverse support 
in the classroom. The participants in this study indicated that they would appreciate more 
workshops such as this one to equip them with the necessary knowledge about the identification 
and utilisation of character strengths and to skilfully implement asset-based principles. This 
correlates with research findings that teachers experience workshops to be of value when they 
address challenges they face daily, and when the content is relevant to their realities (Silva & 
da Costa, 2019). The seven core features of an effective workshop are described by Darling-
Hammond et al. (2017): 
• The workshops focus on pedagogies that educators can successfully implement with 
different subject content within a specific curriculum. 
• Teachers are engaged in active learning and the programmes incorporate skills the teachers 
would implement in the classroom with the learners. 
• The programmes promote collaborative learning, where teachers can share ideas and bring 
about positive change in the whole school community. 
• An effective empowerment programme uses a model of instruction to demonstrate what 




• An expert in the field provides instruction and ongoing support geared to individual needs 
of teachers. 
• Feedback and reflection from teachers are two prominent components of empowerment 
programmes.  
• Enough time is given for teachers to adapt the new knowledge into their existing 
pedagogies and ongoing support is given to bring about positive change. 
Continuous empowerment programmes can create opportunities for teachers to reflect on new 
knowledge, the reasons why they implement certain pedagogies and to adapt new practices 
(Girvan et al., 2016). According to Liu (2017), the ability and skills of teachers to provide 
quality education depends on lifelong learning experiences, where teachers get the opportunity 
to reflect on their teaching practices. The findings showed that all seven teachers felt that the 
workshop had equipped them with knowledge that led to deeper insight and awareness of 
character strengths and its possible benefits for learner support. Empowerment with new 
knowledge and skills made them re-evaluate their perceptions and pedagogies and culminated 
in spontaneous positive actions in the classroom.  
The workshop moved educators to rethink and reshape their ideas of learner support, inclusive 
pedagogies and diversity. Teachers indicated that they became aware of the many potential 
benefits of the identification and utilisation of character strengths in a mainstream classroom 
to support learners’ diverse needs. The importance of perceptions and attitudes in supporting 
diverse needs in relation to inclusive outcomes is recognised by Bešić et al. (2016). Such 
positive perceptions and attitudes that promote inclusive practices were evident in the current 
study, where teachers’ positive perceptions of character strengths led to spontaneous 
implementation of some of the character strengths-based principles that were discussed in the 
workshop. The necessity to train teachers and impart new knowledge about the potential benefit 
of character strengths as an asset-based approach gave them an opportunity to change their 
perceptions of learner support (Vreys et al., 2017).  
Teachers perceived new knowledge and insights of character strengths to be a useful tool to 
support the pedagogies they implemented in class to promote inclusion. Inclusive education, 
described in Chapter 1 (1.1) and Chapter 2 (2.5.1), promotes a learner-centred approach where 
teachers implement pedagogies and strategies that acknowledges all types of diversity, 




(Nel et al., 2016). This philosophy speaks strongly to the broader frameworks of positive 
psychology, and an asset-based approach for learner support (Compton & Hoffman, 2019). 
Most teachers indicated that they could implement inclusive pedagogies with greater ease and 
reported that the knowledge of a learners’ strengths could assist in designing more effective 
learning opportunities to enhance active participation and productive learning experiences. The 
teachers indicated that the knowledge of character strengths helped them to appreciate learners’ 
diversity and this resulted in a more positive attitude toward supporting learners’ diverse needs. 
The findings of this study concur with research findings in the literature described in Chapter 
2 (2.5.2) which indicate the supporting role character strengths identification and usage can 
play in the implementation of inclusive education principles.   
The first aim of the study was to elicit teachers’ perceptions of the identification and utilisation 
of character strengths as learner support. It was clear from the workshop data and the individual 
interviews that teachers acknowledged the benefits of the identification and use of character 
strengths to provide optimal support to all learners in the mainstream classroom. The results 
concur with various research findings that character strengths, as an asset-based approach in 
the classroom, can be successfully utilised to support learners (Khanna & Singh, 2019; 
Koydemir & Sun-Selışık, 2016). The Geelong Grammar School (GGS) initiative, described in 
Chapter 2 (2.3.1), is one such an example that supports the findings in this study that character 
strengths awareness and implementation thereof is a powerful tool that teachers can implement 
in the class to bring about various positive changes (Norrish, 2015).  
Furthermore, findings of the workshop feedback and the individual interviews were consistent 
with findings of prior research that character strength identification and utilisation have great 
potential in inclusive classrooms to address the diverse needs of learners (Vuorinen et al., 
2018). Teachers indicated that incorporating character strengths can support learners in various 
domains of functioning to address emotional needs, academic needs, and social needs. The 
classroom thus creates a natural setting for teachers to use character strengths for holistic 
support (Schiavon et al., 2020). The themes that emerged from the interview data indicated that 
teachers especially found character strengths usage beneficial in the support of learners’ well-
being, the holistic support of children and to empower learners to increase self-knowledge. 
Well-being, as described in Chapter 2 (2.4.1), is built on the PERMA model proposed by 
Seligman (2011) and is made up of positive emotions, engagement, positive relationships, a 




interviews indicated that teachers believed that the identification of character strengths would 
create opportunities in the classroom for learners to experience well-being in all five elements 
of PERMA. In the following section, examples of the five elements of PERMA that surfaced 
from the data are described  
Teachers observed that the incorporation of character strengths would have a positive ripple 
effect regarding well-being. Most of the teachers implemented character strengths principles 
spontaneously after attending the workshop. Teachers indicated that the utilisation of learners’ 
character strengths can enhance positive emotions such as feelings of enjoyment, a more 
relaxed demeanour, more confidence in their own abilities and a more positive attitude in 
relationships. Some teachers noted that the character strengths identification helped them to get 
to know the individual child better. Knowledge of the learners’ character strengths assisted the 
teachers to accommodate and acknowledge their diversity. Teachers therefore reported more 
positive relationships with the children. Teachers who know learners on a more personal level 
are better equipped to successfully design and implement teaching practices to accommodate 
their diverse needs (Guðjónsdóttir & Óskarsdóttir, 2016).  
 
Some educators reported that if the learners were noticed, acknowledged for their uniqueness, 
and if they were to be accepted for who they are, the learners would experience positive 
emotions such as enhanced feelings of enjoyment, a more relaxed demeanour, more confidence 
in their own abilities, a more positive attitude among students, a feeling of acceptance and a 
sense of belonging. Guðjónsdóttir and Óskarsdóttir (2016) suggest that optimal learning only 
takes place in an environment where learners experience a sense of belonging. A sense of 
belonging and positive emotions at school lead to positive relationships with peers and 
teachers, and more engagement. That would ultimately have a positive effect on learning and 
achievement (Pendergast et al., 2018). Such positive outcomes were evident in the current 
study, where teachers reported improvement in learners’ positive emotions. There was 
increased participation that subsequently had a positive effect on their schoolwork.  
 
The teachers described the importance of empowering all relevant stakeholders in the learner’s 
immediate environment with the knowledge of character strengths. The immediate 
environment of the child includes the teachers, school management, and parents. Villalobos 
(2020) stresses the importance of a systemic approach in asset-based support where the whole 




the school and the parents to be aware of the children’s strengths to create an environment that 
is optimally conducive for their holistic development. The child interacts within this 
microsystem, as described in Chapter 2 (2.3) and this interrelationship between the key role 
players and the child is linked to Bronfenbrenner’s Bio-ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 
1986). If teachers and parents understand the child’s character strengths and the interaction of 
the learner with their environment, it will facilitate optimal development and learning (Hayes 
et al., 2017).  
Teachers indicated that the identification and incorporation of character strengths aided in 
fostering positive relationships between teachers and learners. Teachers perceived learners to 
be more approachable and communication between teachers and learners improved. Teachers 
also indicated that learners were more engaged in asking for help or answering questions in 
class. Leskisenoja and Uusiautti (2017) conducted a study at a Finnish school to elicit the 
factors that may increase well-being among learners. The results indicate that positive 
relationships between learners and teachers played the most important role in learners’ feelings 
of happiness and well-being at school. There is a strong correlation between well-being, 
successful learning and a positive relationship between teachers and learners (Vuorinen et al., 
2018). The results of the current study thus support the findings of previous research about the 
positive effect of character strengths-based support in the classroom. 
All seven grade 7 teachers believed that character strengths support learners holistically in the 
classroom, specifically with regard to learners’ well-being, and to empower them with self-
knowledge and an opportunity for growth.  
The second aim of the study was to explore and describe grade 7 teachers’ views on 
incorporating character strengths as an approach to support learners in a mainstream classroom. 
I formulated this aim with a three-month intervention in mind that I planned to implement after 
the staff development workshop. I planned to conduct a focus group interview after the 
intervention to elicit teachers’ views of the implementation of character strengths-based 
principles. The intervention nor the focus group interview could be implemented or conducted 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This is explained in Chapter 3 (3.1) and in Chapter 5 (5.5.2). 
Although the intervention could not take place, teachers portrayed enthusiasm and optimism 
about the incorporation of character strengths as an approach to support learners in the 
classroom. They spontaneously implemented some of the principles discussed during the 




In answering the primary and secondary research questions, it is clear from the findings that 
the teachers viewed the identification and incorporation of character strengths as a practical 
and easily implemented method to support all learners in inclusive classrooms. All the seven 
grade 7 teachers indicated that they had gained knowledge regarding the identification and use 
of learners’ strengths. It gave them insight into different needs and behaviours of learners, and 
they became more aware of the benefits of celebrating diversity in the classroom. The findings 
showed that teachers would use character strengths to complement inclusive pedagogies. They 
found that the insights they had gained assisted in easier implementation of inclusive education 
principles. Teachers saw character strengths as a pillar of support, especially with regard to 
learners’ overall well-being at school, the holistic development of the child, and the 
empowerment of learners. Teachers spontaneously implemented character strengths-based 
principles and reported on the positive and enabling effects it had on learners and teachers.  
4.4 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
This chapter described the results of the thematic analysis of the workshop feedback forms and 
the individual interviews. The aims of the research were met in the findings and the literature. 
The verbatim quotes reflected the diverse perceptions and discoveries of the participants. The 
asset-based approach benefitted learners and teachers and has the potential for a positive effect 
on the wider community. This approach complements inclusive education, in addition to 
encouraging empathy and creativity.  
In Chapter 5 I discuss the summary of the findings, conclusions and recommendations of the 
study, and recommendations for future research. Chapter 5 concludes with a critical review of 
the study, including the strengths and the limitations. I include a reflection on the research 






CHAPTER 5: A SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS 
 
5.1 INTRODUCTION 
This chapter provides an overview of the study by giving a summary of each chapter. The 
chapter further includes a summary of the findings in relation to the research questions and 
aims. I give recommendations for future research, based on the summary of the findings. The 
chapter concludes with a critical review which includes the strengths and limitations of the 
study and reflections of the research experience.  
A summary of the chapters: 
Chapter 1 established the context of inclusive education worldwide and in South Africa. The 
fundamental issue considered was the many challenges teachers are confronted with such as 
their supportive role in diverse classrooms. Teachers tend to focus on their experience 
challenges with little consideration for the learners’ strengths. The research questions, aims 
and objectives were discussed, and I concluded with a concise summary of the research 
methodology and ethical considerations. 
Chapter 2 consisted of a critical review of literature relating to character strengths and learner 
support with reference to the deficit model as opposed to the bio-ecological and asset-based 
models. The asset-based approach to learner support was discussed within the theoretical 
frameworks of Positive Psychology (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) and 
Bronfenbrenner’s Bio-ecological Model (Bronfenbrenner, 1986).  
 
In Chapter 3, I provided a detailed outline of the research methodology of the study. The study 
followed a qualitative approach. I used an interpretive paradigm and phenomenological design 
which were most suitable for this study because I elicited the perceptions of teachers in a 
mainstream school. Participant selection was purposive to gain rich information. Data 
collection included workshop feedback forms and semi-structured individual interviews. I used 
thematic data analysis to analyse the data. Procedures to ensure trustworthiness of the study 
were discussed, including credibility, transferability, dependability, and reflexivity. Chapter 3 
concluded in a discussion of ethical considerations to ensure the best interest of the participants 




Chapter 4 presented the thematic data analysis and a summary of the findings with reference 
to literature. Three themes and nine subthemes emerged in relation to the research questions. 
The research questions were: 
• What are the perceptions of grade 7 teachers regarding the identification and utilisation 
of character strengths for learner support in a mainstream school? 
• What are the views of grade 7 teachers on incorporating character strengths to support 
all learners in a mainstream school? 
The first aim of the study was to elicit grade 7 teachers’ views concerning the identification 
and utilisation of character strengths in a mainstream classroom. The second aim was to explore 
and describe grade 7 teachers’ views on incorporating character strengths as an approach to 
support learners in a mainstream classroom. This exploration led to the three main themes that 
I summarised below with recommendations. These recommendations apply to teachers, the 
school, the broader system, including the Department of Education, and/or educational 
psychologists. They are based on the critical review of relevant and current research and the 
conclusions from this study and are discussed next.   
5.2 SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
5.2.1 Theme 1: Teacher empowerment  
Teachers’ competencies and mastery of the provision of diverse support is partially dependant 
on the support from government departments or independent organisations (Nel et al., 2016). 
This support is often in the form of staff development workshops or training (Van Veen et al., 
2012). The teachers reported that they experienced a sense of empowerment, growth, and 
professional development as educators after attending the workshop. They described it as 
enjoyable and relevant to the challenges they face, especially regarding support for the diverse 
needs of learners. Teachers were not previously aware of character strengths as a possible 
support tool in a mainstream classroom. New knowledge created deeper insight and 
understanding, and heightened awareness among teachers about how to support the different 
needs of learners from within an asset-based approach.  
 
Knowledge about character strengths and an increased awareness of learners’ strengths, 
resulted in teachers being subconsciously and constantly more aware of some of the character 
strengths-based principles. This knowledge served as a frame of reference from which they 





Teachers expressed their believe that a deeper awareness could reshape their perceptions 
especially regarding learner support, diversity, inclusive education, and the uniqueness of each 
learner. The participants felt that it was easy to appreciate learners’ diversity and to allow them 
to be who they are. Teachers could re-evaluate their behaviour, approaches and perceptions to 
better accommodate learners’ diversities.  
 
Teachers were well-informed of inclusive legislations and education principles which, among 
other aspects, required that teachers supported the diverse needs of learners in a mainstream 
class and celebrate uniqueness of children (Chataika et al., 2012). The data indicated that 
character strengths had a prominent role to play within inclusive education and enhanced the 
successful implementation of inclusive pedagogies as described in Chapter 2 (2.5). Teachers 
believed the identification of character strengths could serve as a baseline to plan and 
implement inclusive pedagogies to enhanced effective learning opportunities for all.  
 
Recommendation for the school and governing bodies: As mentioned in Chapter 1 (1.3) 
teachers expressed that they felt that they are ill-equipped to provide diverse learner support. 
The literature review in Chapter 2 (2.6) and the findings of this study, Chapter 4 (4.2.1) agree 
that there is a need for teachers to attend effective and relevant workshops that address the 
challenges they face every day and equip themselves with knowledge and skills to improve 
support strategies and inclusive pedagogies. It is therefore recommended, as also suggested by 
Bentea and de Jos (2018) that teachers be trained on a regular basis on the knowledge and 
implementation of character strengths as an asset-based approach to supporting learners.  
Management of schools and governing bodies are encouraged to allocate funds for regular 
professional staff development workshops on character strengths as an asset-based approach to 
learner support given by qualified and knowledgeable professionals. 
Recommendations for teachers: Teachers face various challenges, and often voice feeling 
overwhelmed and pressured for time (Maarman & Lamont-Mbawuli, 2017). Although this was 
the case concerning the participants of this study, the findings indicated that teachers were 
energised after attending the workshop and felt enthusiastic about the implementation of the 
principles they had learned. It is therefore recommended that teachers attend workshops on 




Recommendations for the educational psychologist: The scope of the educational 
psychologist’s profession is to support teachers by implementing interventions that facilitate 
optimal development and empowerment of teachers (HPCSA, 2017). It is therefore 
recommended that educational psychologists offer their services to schools to empower 
teachers with the necessary knowledge and skills to implement character strengths as an asset-
based support tool. Educational psychologists are in an ideal position to offer psycho-education 
to all the key role players in the learners’ microsystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Educational 
psychologists could work collaboratively with teachers to identify character strengths and 
implement asset-based interventions in South African schools.   
5.2.2 Theme 2: Character strengths as a pillar of learner support 
It is implied throughout the data that character strengths contribute positively to learner 
support. Findings indicated that if teachers knew learners’ strengths, support for each learner 
could be given accordingly and support strategies would be more effective. As discussed in 
Chapter 4 (4.2.2), if character strengths are not acknowledged, the efficacy of learner support 
might not be optimal. 
 
The teachers observed that knowing a learner’s strengths helped them to get to know learners 
better and to create a safe space for them to be themselves. This conveyed a message that the 
teachers cared about the emotional well-being of learners and not only about their academic 
performance. Learners could feel that they belonged. Teachers indicated that they believed this 
could improve teacher-learner relationships and that subsequently learners would be more 
positive about academic work and make better progress.  
 
As discussed in Chapter 2 (2.4.1), teachers mentioned that positive emotions, increased 
engagement, positive relationships, meaning and achievement or feelings of accomplishment 
enhanced well-being (Seligman, 2011). Teachers mentioned that learners flourished when they 
gave them the opportunity to use their strengths. According to the teachers, learners were 
observed to be acknowledged and noticed and subsequently experienced a sense of well-being.  
 
Teachers viewed that they could implement character strengths of learners in various settings 
to provide holistic support to help learners reach their full potential. They described holistic 
support as academic, emotional, behavioural, and social support. It also included the use of 




Teachers noticed that learners would be empowered. They felt that it was important to make 
learners aware of their strengths to enhance knowledge of self and increase self-development. 
When learners realised their strengths, they demonstrated a greater believe in themselves and 
expressed increased self-confidence.  
Recommendations for the school and the parent(s)/caregiver(s): As discussed in Chapter 4 
(4.2.2), teachers perceived that character strengths identification benefitted learners and was 
therefore viewed as a necessary element for effective support for all learners. Chapter 2 (2.4.3) 
described numerous research findings regarding the potential positive effects character 
strengths-based support would have on emotional well-being, academic performance, social 
skills and behavioural development. Teachers’ perceptions concurred with the literature that 
asset-based approaches had the potential to help learners develop holistically and reach their 
full potential. Teachers further indicated the importance of involving the whole school and the 
parents to support learners using their character strengths. 
It is therefore recommended that schools and school management encourage and develop a 
character strengths-culture. As discussed in Chapter 2 (2.3), it is recommended that an eco-
systemic approach for learner support be followed in schools where the whole system is 
educated and becomes actively involved asset-based support for learners. Although the 
teachers take the lead in the classroom, it is important that the principles of character strengths-
based support be implemented by all the prominent role players in the learner’s environment 
to ensure a strong foundation for support (Anderson et al., 2014). 
Recommendations for teachers: As mentioned in Chapter 1 (1.4), teachers tend to focus on 
the challenges and the pressures in the classroom (Fleer & Rey, 2017). It is recommended that 
teachers consciously and deliberately make an effort to identify learner’s character strengths 
rather that to focus on the challenges they experience (Bouwer, 2019). This could be done in 
various ways such as training opportunities, support groups for teachers, or strategic meetings 
between teachers and parents. 
5.2.3 Theme 3: Character strengths in the classroom  
The originally planned intervention and the focus group interview could not be completed due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic and schools being closed for more than two months. Teachers, 
however, creatively implemented some character strengths principles on their own without any 
assistance or guidance. This implied that teachers demonstrated an enthusiastic and positive 





The workshop provided teachers with knowledge and skills to structure their lessons and 
learning opportunities according to the learners’ strengths. This made it possible to 
accommodate learners’ diverse strengths by using them during class activities. Teachers said 
it enabled learners in various ways: some learners were more confident, they were motivated 
to complete tasks with diligence, they took part in more learning activities, and they asked more 
questions. The atmosphere in the classroom was more positive and some learners appeared to 
have a better attitude toward the subjects. Some teachers said that discipline had improved.  
 
Recommendations for the school: It is recommended to implement character strengths-based 
interventions in schools. I suggest that a knowledgeable and qualified individual facilitate the 
intervention and offer additional support to teachers throughout their application of their new 
knowledge and skills. This would assist and guide them to successfully implement asset-based 
principles in the classroom.  
5.3 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
Although a great deal of research is available to substantiate the positive contributions of the 
use of character strengths on various aspects of learners’ functioning, little is known about the 
implementation of learners’ character strengths as an asset-based learner support tool within 
inclusive education in mainstream schools in South Africa. Considering the findings of the 
current study, I suggest the following recommendations for further research. 
• This study was contextually located in an Afrikaans mainstream primary school at 
grade 7 level. Similar studies in different language, cultural, and socio-economic 
contexts could increase understanding of how the inclusion of character strengths could 
enhance support for learners.  
• The current study focused only on one school. A multiple instrumental case study 
design of schools within specific educational districts could be undertaken to arrive at 
possible principles for the identification and utilisation of characters strengths in 
supporting learners in mainstream classrooms within those districts. 
• The current study located itself within the identity and identity diffusion stage of 
Erikson’s psycho-social development theory. Grade 7 to 9 is the senior school phase 




strengths could provide valuable information for curriculum design and teacher training 
for this phase. 
• The current study was impacted by the COVID pandemic and could therefore not 
provide deep insight into the practical incorporation of character strengths in 
classrooms. Action research studies focusing on practical implementation through 
structured observations could provide valuable insights into strategies, methods, and 
techniques to implement and incorporate character strengths.  
• Similar studies in special schools could provide insight into how a focus on character 
strengths could support learners with special educational needs. 
5.4 CRITICAL REVIEW OF THE STUDY 
5.4.1 Strengths of the study 
The qualitative nature of the study allowed me to gain depth and perspective regarding 
teachers’ understanding of the identification and utilisation of character strengths for learner 
support. This approach gave me as the researcher an open window into the teachers’ worlds to 
explore their perceptions.  
The small sample size made it easier to organise the planning, ethical considerations, and 
implementation of the study. The small number of participants made it less challenging to 
accommodate all seven teachers together at the school for the workshop, and to arrange times 
suitable for them for the individual interviews. It was possible to address the research questions 
in a relatively short period of time. The small sample size also allowed me to build a 
relationship with each teacher and to be in regular contact with all of them.  
This study provided deeper understanding and insight into teachers’ perceptions of the 
identification and utilisation of character strengths for learner support. The study addressed 
relevant challenges and answered current questions of how teachers provide learner support 
within the South African context.  
Character strengths identification and usage in the class has gained popularity over the last few 
years in other countries (Niemiec, 2013). Research is available on asset-based education and 
the positive effect of the use of character strengths, especially using the VIA-Strengths Survey. 
Little, however, is known about character strengths identification and implementation in the 




and awareness of the potential benefits character strengths can have as a tool to support all 
learners.  
One of the most important contributions of the study is that it has made teachers aware of the 
potential benefits of character strengths identification and implementation for learner support.  
5.4.2 Limitations of the study 
The outbreak of Covid-19 resulted in schools closing and the whole country being under 
lockdown. No one had physical access to the learners or the teachers for almost three months 
which resulted in the cancellation of the implementation of a planned intervention. I planned 
to implement an intervention with the seven grade 7 teachers after the individual interviews for 
a period of approximately three months. During this three-month period, the seven grade 7 
teachers were supposed to implement character strengths-based principles in the classroom. I 
was supposed to be actively involved to support the teachers throughout the intervention. The 
plan was to ask teachers to keep a reflective journal. Additionally, I planned to conduct a focus 
group interview to elicit teachers’ perceptions of the implementation of character strengths as 
learner support in a mainstream school. Due to the consequences of the global pandemic caused 
by COVID-19, I could not implement the intervention, nor the focus group interviews. The 
interventions could possibly have strengthened the findings of this study.  
The COVID-19 pandemic constrained the research and impacted it on various other levels, 
such as the data collection process. I planned to conduct all seven individual interviews face to 
face. I had, however, to conduct three interviews face to face and four interviews on the online 
platform Zoom. Although technology offered possibilities to continue the interview process, it 
was not without its challenges. Internet connection was not always stable; there were often 
periods where there was no internet due to load shedding, and teachers struggled to find time 
for the interviews due to an increased workload because of online teaching.  
Although the school was purposively selected as a mainstream school, the teachers and learners 
were a limited sample on a specific socio-economic level. The grade 7 learners and the seven 
grade 7 teachers are white Afrikaans speaking individuals, although the school is diverse and 
has learners and teachers from other cultural backgrounds. The findings of the study are 
therefore limited to the white, Afrikaans speaking population. 
Another limitation of the study might be the small participant size. All the grade 7 teachers at 




commit to the research project. This resulted in a smaller response and fewer of the school’s 
teachers able to share their perceptions of the identification and utilisation of character 
strengths for learner support. 
5.4.3 Reflections on the research experience 
The planning and execution of the study occurred over a period of roughly eighteen months. It 
has been a tremendously challenging journey to complete the bulk of the research project 
amidst a worldwide pandemic, a lockdown of approximately five months, and a society gone 
digital. The planning and implementation of the study had to be modified. Instead of face-to-
face individual interviews, data had to be collected using a combination of online and direct 
interviews. The planned intervention regarding the implementation of character strengths 
principles had to be cancelled. The planned focus group interview with the purpose of eliciting 
teachers’ perceptions of the implementation was also cancelled. This detracted from the 
original intention which possibly impacted negatively on the outcome of the study. 
Teachers are overwhelmed with numerous demands and challenges. It was a challenge to find 
a school and teachers willing to devote time to commit to the research project.  
Despite the challenging circumstances, the study demonstrated the value of the identification 
and use of character strengths as a support for learners in a mainstream school. I remain 
intrigued by the potential and added value of character strengths identification as a support tool 
for all learners.  
5.5 CONCLUSION 
In this study I sought to explore teachers’ perceptions of the identification and utilisation of 
character strengths for learner support. The findings of the data analysis answered the research 
questions, and the aims of the study were achieved. I therefore conclude that this study was 
successful and added value to existing literature and potential practice. It would be interesting 
to further explore the effects of character strengths identification and the implementation of 
asset-based principles in more South African schools. It would enrich the study to explore the 
training and support teachers get regarding asset-based education and, specifically, character 








In closing I would like to end with a quote from Fred Rodgers: 
 
‘Those of us who are in this world to educate – to care for – young children, have a special 
calling: a calling that has very little to do with the collection of expensive possessions but has 
a lot to do with the worth inside of hearts and heads. In fact, that’s our domain: the heads 
and hearts of the next generation, the thoughts and feelings of the future. 
What a difference you make, you who serve children and their families so directly! And 
they’re so well served when they can come to believe that there isn’t anything in their lives 
that can’t be expressed in words or play or craft or whatever healthy way they happen to 
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Mnr Coetzee het toestemming verleen dat Laerskool Tygerpoort my ondersteun in my 
navorsingstudie wat ek as deel van my meesters in opvoedkundige sielkunde voltooi.  
Die titel van die studie is: 
Teachers’ perceptions of character strengths for learner support. 
Graad 7 onderwysers wat deelneem aan die studie, het ‘n werkswinkel bygewoon en opleiding 
ontvang om die identifisering en implementering van karakter sterkpunte beter te verstaan. Ek 
beplan ‘n intervensie wat die onderwysers moet implementeer en werk nou saam met hierdie 
onderwysers om die proses te monitor sodat die studie eties verloop. 
Graad 7S en graad 7L se sterk karakter sterkpunte sal geidentifiseer word deur die Tall Trees 
Profiel af te neem gedurende Lewensoriëntering klastyd. Die resultate sal gedeel word met die 
betrokke onderwysers en met u as ouers/voogde. Geen finansiële verpligtinge word van u as 
ouer/voog verwag nie.  
Die afneem van u kind se profiel om sy/haar sterk karaktereienskappe te identifiseer, kan baie 
insiggewend wees vir u sowel as vir u kind. Ons vertrou dus dat hierdie proses opbouend sal 
wees en ‘n positiewe impak op u en u kind sal maak. 
Ek sal u samewerking in die verband baie waardeer. Voltooi asseblief die onderstaande 
gedeelte en stuur die toestemmingsbrief terug na die betrokke register onderwysers voor 




Hiermee gee ek ________________________________ (naam en van) ouers/voogde van 
_______________________ (leerder se naam en van) in Graad 7 ___________ (spesifiseer 
asb S of L), skriftelik toestemming dat die Tall Trees Profiel gebruik kan word om my kind se 
sterk karaktereienskappe te identifiseer en dat die inligting gedeel mag word met die betrokke 
onderwysers wat deel vorm van die studie. 
         
Eugenie Eloff      Dr M van der Merwe 
Student opvoedkundige sielkundige   Navorsing supervisor 
PS S 0150592      Universiteit van Johannesburg 






















APPENDIX B: STAFF DEVELOPMENT WORKSHOP – FEEDBACK 
FORM 
 
WORKSHOP FEEDBACK FORM 
Date: 14 February 2020 
Facilitator: Eugenie Eloff 
Location of training: Laerskool Tygerpoort Pretoria  
Please indicate your level of agreement with the statements below: 
Criteria Strongly 
agree 
Agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree 
1. The presenter was professional, 
prepared, punctual and organized. 
    
2. The presenter engaged well with 
participants and encouraged interaction 
between participants.  
    
3. The presenter was knowledgeable about 
the topics and content. 
    
4. The objectives of the workshop were 
clear and relevant. 
    
5. The content was easy to follow. 
 
    
6. The report of my individual profile was 
helpful and insightful. 
    
7. This training experience will be useful in 
my professional capacity as a teacher. 
    
8. The time allocated for the workshop was 
sufficient. 
    
 























13. If you are empowered with the knowledge of learners’ character strengths, how do you 






14. How do you hope to change your approach to teaching and supporting learners as a 

































APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 
 
Semi-structured individual interview questions:  
1. We have now completed the workshop. Can I ask you to: 
a.) Explain to me in your own words what the Tall Trees Questionnaire is. 
b.) What insights and knowledge about character strengths have you gained from 
the workshop? 
c.) Tell me about the tools that you have become aware of that can help identify 
character strengths of learners in your class. 
d.) What types of support have you become aware of to offer learners in your 
classroom to develop their character strengths? 
e.) How do you think the identification of character strengths can be beneficial and 
useful to support learners?  
2. After the workshop, how do you feel you have been empowered as a teacher to 
support learners in your class? 
3. How and why have you changed the way you approach your teaching as a result 
of the workshop? 
a.) Do you think you are now focusing more on the learner’s strengths in your class? 
Like what? And why? 
b.) When you say you are now doing …… how does this support the development 
of CS? 
4. Has the knowledge of learners’ character strengths influenced or changed the way 
you support the learners in your classroom? 
a.) Tell me more about what you are using to support the learners and be specific 
on 
b.) Why you have chosen this support 
c.) How you think it supports CS? 
5. Do you think CS has anything to offer teachers, learners and the school in terms 
of inclusive education? 





APPENDIX D: TRANSCRIBED INTERVIEW 
 
Interview 4 
I = Interviewer 
P4 = Participant 4 
I OK so ek gaan dit nou in Afrikaans vir jou vra, jy kan dit maar in Afrikaans antwoord ook. So 
as ons nou begin met vraag een, ons het nou die werkswinkel gedoen en as jy kyk na vraag 
een a, kan jy vir my verduidelik in jou eie woorde wat is die Tall Trees Vraelys? 
P4 OK, dit is maar net om vas te stel wat elkeen se temperament is en hoe dit mense beïnvloed 
om op te tree. Hoekom hulle in sekere situasies op ‘n spesifieke manier optree of reageer. 
I En dan as jy nog bietjie verder gaan, watter insigte, watter insigte en kennis het jy gekry oor 
karaktersterkpunte nadat jy die werkswinkel bygewoon het? 
P4 Weet jy, ja, die verskillende profiele leer jou eintlik – gee jou eintlik bietjie insig hoekom 
mense optree soos wat hulle optree. Dit sal jou reaksie waarskynlik verander omdat jy beter 
verstaan. En dan kan jy hulle help om te konsentreer op hulle sterkpunte en dit ontwikkel, en 
dan te kompenseer vir hulle swakpunte, om dit ook te verbeter. So dis vir my ‘n baie goeie 
agtergrond om te hê, want gewoonlik as ander nie doen wat jou nou nie aanstaan nie, dan is 
jy geneig om dit te ignoreer of af te maak omdat jy nie eintlik verstaan waar dit vandaan kom 
nie. 
I Mm, OK. En as jy nou kyk na die karaktersterkpunte as op sigself, kan jy vir my in jou eie 
woorde ‘n definisie gee van character strengths? Daar is nou maar net vir my nie ‘n mooier 
woord as character strengths in Engels nie, karaktersterkpunte is ‘n moeilike woord om te sê 
[lag]. 
P4 Ja, dit is nou maar basies as mens, jy weet, as ek nou vat die verskillende bome, dan weet ek 
die roosboom is mos nou maar eintlik jou een wat ‘n natuurlike leier is, kompeterend, reguit, 
selfversekerd [lag], en tree gewoonlik [onhoorbaar]. As ek nou dink, die palmboom is mos 
die een wat lief is vir pret, wat dinge bietjie ligtelik opneem, wat hou van alles moet lekker 
wees en prettig. En die denneboom is die rustige ene wat net wil hê almal moet gelukkig 
wees en daar moet vrede wees en hulle wil op hulle eie tyd eintlik ‘n ding rustig deurwerk. 
En ek dink die sierboom was die een wat ook sterk leierseienskappe het maar is baie meer 
georganiseerd, ja, en elke dingetjie is op sy plek, waar die roosboom eintlik sommer net wil 





I OK so dit is nou nogal oulike voorbeelde wat jy daar noem van character strengths. As jy vir 
my nou ‘n definisie moet gee, as jy nou character strengths aan iemand moet verduidelik in 
‘n definisievorm, hoe sal jy dit doen? 
P4 Dit is die karaktereienskappe wat na vore kom wat natuurlik kom by jou en waarmee jy 
gemaklik voel, waar jy in jou element is. 
I OK. All right. En dan Susan, vertel vir my bietjie van die hulpmiddels of die tools wat jy begin 
bewus raak het van om karaktereienskappe te identifiseer in jou klas. 
P4 Weet jy, ek dink nou aan ‘n spesifieke kind wat altyd wil antwoord en baie vinnig is en wat 
nie kan stilsit nie en vreeslik baie praat en dink heeltyd hy is snaaks. So ek verstaan dit eintlik 
nou beter en in plaas van om met hom te raas, probeer ek dit op ‘n ander manier 
akkommodeer.  
I OK. Soos wat doen jy dan byvoorbeeld? Of het jy iets geïmplementeer al? 
P4 Weet jy wat, ek het vir hom gesê, weet jy, wil jy nie solank vir my dit doen nie? Dan hou ek 
hom eers gou-gou besig dat hy net gou-gou vinnig sy gedagtes moet bymekaar kry in plaas 
van om sommer net te antwoord omdat hy wil antwoord, of om te antwoord omdat hy dink 
hy is snaaks, probeer ek hom meer half eers in ‘n boksie kry waar hy eers moet dink voordat 
hy antwoord. So ek gee vir hom ‘n afdeling van die vraag waaraan hy eers gou-gou moet dink 
voordat hy vir my antwoord. En dan gee ek, probeer ek vir dié wat ek sien wat nooit eintlik 
wil antwoord nie, die geleentheid gee om te antwoord. En waar hulle skaam is, sal ek 
byvoorbeeld ‘n leidraad gee en na die persoon self toe stap, omdat hulle nie hou gewoonlik 
daarvan dat die aandag op hulle gevestig word nie. So in plaas van om voor in die klas te 
staan, na die kind te stap, net so terloops, asof ek deur die klas stap, en sê wat sê jy? En dit 
het ek nogal agtergekom, jy weet, dan is hulle meer geneig om te antwoord. 
I OK, so daar was ‘n verskil gewees? Of kom ek vra liewer vir jou so, watse verskil het jy dan 
gesien gebeur by die kinders? 
P4 Die een wat nooit wil antwoord nie, omdat ek jy weet, voor gestaan het en geantwoord het, 
dan wil hulle nie antwoord nie, dan sê hulle net ek weet nie. Waar as ek jy weet, die persoon 
half meer amper isoleer en nie so pertinent blootstel nie, as dit met ander woorde net ek en 
die persoon is, ek dink nou aan ‘n spesifieke kind, dan sal sy eerder antwoord. Dan sal sy 
probeer. Want almal hoor nie. Almal se aandag is dan nie op haar nie. 
I Ja. Het dit iets by haar verander? Het sy – is daar... 
P4 Weet jy, ja. Ek kon actually sien sy – dis half of sy meer ontspan, weet? Sy sal nog bloos en 
dan antwoord, maar sy probeer darem.  




P4 Ja, dit gee haar ‘n bietjie meer selfvertroue, want sy sien nou ek mag probeer. En niemand 
lag vir haar of iets as sy verkeerd is nie. En in plaas van om te sê net nee, dan sal jy sê ja, dit 
was mooi probeer, maar dink ‘n bietjie só. In plaas van net te sê nee en dan vir iemand 
anders te vra. 
I OK. OK, dit maak sin. En dan vraag d, laat ek net gou kyk. OK, so dit gaan vir my eintlik baie 
saam met vraag c, maar as jy nou dink aan die tipe ondersteuning, want mens wil kyk hoe jy 
die kind kan ondersteun, so watter tipe van ondersteuningsmetodes het jy begin bewus 
word van om die kinders se karaktereienskappe te identifiseer? 
P4 Weet jy, as jy hulle min of meer al geïdentifiseer het en jy gee groepwerk, dan is dit makliker 
om die groepe half in te deel dat daar so ‘n ietsie van alles is, en ja, en vir hulle byvoorbeeld 
die tipe vrae ook só uit te deel wat hulle moet beantwoord in die groepie wat eintlik, 
waarmee hulle gemaklik gaan wees. 
I Ja. Susan, kon jy na die werkswinkel min of meer – ek weet julle het nou nie verskriklik baie 
inligting gekry nie en ek moet nog vir julle nou die intervensie gee en ek weet nie of ons 
daarby gaan uitkom met die lockdown nie, maar wat ek eintlik definitief vir julle gaan gee is 
praktiese raad om die kinders te ondersteun, en ek het toe nou die graad sewes se profiele 
afgeneem mos, so ek het al die resultate by my en ek het definitief watter kind is watter 
boompie. Maar was dit vir jou na die werkswinkel al klaar makliker om die kinders te 
identifiseer, die goed raak te sien? 
P4 Weet jy, ja. Want dit is onbewustelik in ‘n mens se onderbewussyn, weet? Ja, jou agterkop. 
Dis asof jy, dit click net. 
I OK. So dit is nie regtig hierdie rocket science wat jy moet gaan inswot en oor en oor – 
obviously het julle nog inligting nodig, maar volgens jou opinie, is dit ‘n redelik maklik 
implementeerbare tool? 
P4 Ja, vir seker. Kyk, sommige kinders is ‘n bietjie moeiliker om te lees as ander.  
I Ja, ek kan dink. 
P4 Ja. En partykeer lees jy hulle verkeerd. Partykeer dink jy as hy stil is in die klas dan weet hy 
eintlik nie noodwendig iets nie of hy het nie selfvertroue nie of hy is lui of wat ook al, jy 
weet, jy hang maklik ‘n bordjie om sy nek. Waar as jy moeite, jy weet, as jy daardie 
agtergrondskennis het en jy verstaan eintlik hoe dit werk, dan kan jy die manier waarop jy 
die vraag vra om die kind betrokke te kry kan jy net ‘n bietjie aanpas. Wat die kind bietjie 
meer op sy gemak gaan stel. 
I OK. Hoe dink jy kan die identifisering van karaktersterkpunte, hoe dink jy kan dit voordelig 




P4 Weet jy, as hulle kan agterkom wat hulle sterkpunte is, bewustelik en onbewustelik, dan 
gaan hulle outomaties meer selfvertroue kry en meer waagmoed. En dit gaan hulle self-
esteem ‘n bietjie boost, laat ek soos die Engelse tussenin praat. Want hy gaan voel maar 
wow, ek het nie gedink ek kan nie maar nou kan ek. 
I OK. En spesifiek as onderwyser se oogpunt uit, dink jy die identifisering van – of hoe dink jy 
die identifisering van karaktereienskappe is voordelig vir jou as onderwyser? 
P4 Weet jy, dit help jou eintlik meer om diversiteit in jou klas te kry. Want gewoonlik dan dink 
jy, ag hemel, hoe moet ek nou hierdie les eintlik nou aanbied en, jy weet. Maar outomaties 
begin jy half wanneer jy beplan eintlik daardie goed in jou agterkop hê. OK, hierdie kinders 
kan jy, sal van hierdie tipe vrae hou, weet, dan stel jy jou vrae eintlik half so op, of die 
oefeninkie, dat die verskillende, die kinders hulle verskillende sterker eienskappe eintlik kan 
gebruik. Want, jy weet, elkeen is nie dieselfde nie, so sê nou maar jy gee ‘n opdrag waarin jy 
moet luister en jy moet praat en jy moet dalk skryf of iets teken, of wat ook al, as jy daardie 
agtergrondskennis het dan weet jy wie gaan met watter vraag gemaklik wees. 
I OK. Vraag twee, hoe voel jy as onderwyser nadat jy die werkswinkel bygewoon het, hoe voel 
jy bemagtig om die kinders in jou klas te ondersteun? 
P4 Weet jy, dis omdat ‘n mens hulle beter verstaan. Jy het meer insig in hulle optrede en so 
outomaties gaan jy hulle help om hulle sterkpunte reg te gebruik en te kanaliseer waar dit 
irriterend raak, en die swakkes help om hulle swakpunte of die swakpunte weer te help 
ontwikkel. Vir hulle half tools te gee en leiding te gee vir hoe kan hulle dit ontwikkel. En dat 
hulle dit nie moet sien as ‘n swakpunt nie maar iets wat hulle nie van nature kan reg doen 
nie maar waaraan hulle kan werk. 
I OK. So daar is eintlik maar twee kante aan hierdie hele ding. Dit gaan eintlik oor die 
sterkpunte en die swakpunte dan. 
P4 Ja, want jy leer eintlik om hulle te waardeer, jy weet? Dis asof jy hulle makliker aanvaar en 
nie sommer net besluit OK maar jy is nou te lui nie. Mens sê [onhoorbaar] jy is nou te lui om 
te dink, dink net ‘n bietjie harder. Maar dan kan jy die vraag net so ‘n bietjie verander en dan 
gaan hulle dit dalk snap. 
I Ja, dit klink vir my dis nou die tweede keer wat jy nou praat van aannames maak van ‘n kind, 
dit klink vir my dis maklik, of wel, as onderwyseres weet ek dis eintlik maklik wat ons doen, 
né? Ons as onderwysers in die klas, ons maak baie vinnig aannames.  
P4 Ja. Ja, mens doen. Want omdat mens met só ‘n vreeslike tempo werk die hele tyd, jy weet, jy 
gaan aan. Ja, en dan ‘n kind wat nie noodwendig swak is nie bly dan half agter omdat hy nie 




I Ja, en as onderwyser weet jy nie eintlik hoe om dit te hanteer nie? 
P4 Weet jy, dis nie dat jy nie weet nie. Maar jy kry nie regtig tyd om dit te – om daaroor te dink 
of, jy weet, om dit op te tel as jy nie daardie agtergrond het om bewus te wees daarvan nie. 
I Ja, ek hoor jou. So met ander woorde, die agtergrond wat jy nou het van sterk 
karaktereienskappe help jou geweldig baie om tyd te spaar om te weet wat met hierdie kind 
te doen. 
P4 Ja. 
I Ja. OK, nou wil ek net gou-gou kyk. Het jy jou benadering tot onderrig in jou klas verander na 
die werkswinkel, en indien wel, hoe het jy dit verander? 
P4 Weet jy, ons het nog nie rêrig vreeslik baie tyd gekry nie, maar soos ek sê, ek het 
byvoorbeeld meer begin rondbeweeg in die klas om hulle meer betrokke te kry en so half 
onbewustelik stil te staan by die kinders wat nie noodwendig altyd so betrokke is nie. Jy 
weet, en om in die kleiner spasie met die kind te gesels. Dit het ek wel gedoen. Ja. En dan die 
kind wat gewoonlik die aandag aftrek, wat raserig is en nie stilsit nie en wat ook al, om 
daardie kind se manier waarop hy die klas pla, die aandag aftrek, sy aandag net vir daardie 
oomblik bietjie in ‘n ander rigting in te stuur. Jy weet, om nie noodwendig net te sê man, bly 
nou stil, moenie so uitskree nie, sal jy liewer sê weet jy wat, dink jy solank ‘n bietjie hieraan. 
I OK, ja ek weet die tyd was nou eintlik baie min en ons moes nou eintlik al begin het met die 
intervensie so [lag] ek weet nie wat ons daar gaan doen nie. Maar so eintlik, as ons nou kyk 
na a een, vraag twee a een, dink jy jy fokus meer op die kinders se sterkpunte in die klas as in 
die verlede? 
P4 Weet jy, ek kan nou nie vir jou só spesifiek antwoord nie. Soos ek sê, ons het dit nou so min 
nog gedoen. Maar ek het wel baie meer bewus geword van die kinders wat nie altyd 
betrokke is nie, om hulle meer betrokke te kry. Maar ek het nou nog nie só eksplisiet begin 
werk en gedink OK maar wat is jou sterkpunt, hoe kan ons jou help om op jou sterkpunte te 
konsentreer nie.  
I Mm. Wel, op die ou einde van die dag, julle het ook nie regtig die kinders se profiele gehad 
nie so julle kon nie eintlik definitiewe goed in plek stel nie want julle weet nie eintlik wie is 
watter boompies nie.  
P4 Ja, want die ding is as ‘n mens die sterkpunte geïdentifiseer het, dan kan jy, jy weet, 
verrykende werk gee. En as jy swakpunte geïdentifiseer het, dan kan jy, ekskuus tog, bietjie 
intervensie doen, jy weet, dan kan jy nou weer ekstra hulp verleen. 
I Ja. Maar dit lyk tog asof jy bietjie gewerk het met die kinders se betrokkenheid. So daardie 




wel probeer om te antwoord, dink jy daar het op ‘n ander vlak ‘n verandering in die kind 
gebeur? 
P4 Ja. Ja, dit is asof daar ‘n – wat is nou die Afrikaanse woord vir enlightenment – jy weet, soos 
in, [trek asem in] ek kan! Jy weet, daardie gevoel van [onderbreking] ja. Jy weet, en toe – 
daardie oogkontak. Jy weet, daardie terloopse vrae daar by die tafel, so rustig, jy weet, wat 
dink jy? Jy weet, na die eerste antwoord, die volgende keer, toe is dit ‘n oogkontak. 
I OK. En hoe sal jy sê dat jou verhouding, of die kind se verhouding met jou, het daar ‘n 
verandering gebeur? 
P4 Ja [sug]. Ek dink dis nou maar net die meer selfvertroue. Dis nie dat die kind vir my bangerig 
is nie. Soos sy sal een tot een met my praat. Maar dis in [onderbreking] ja, in die klassituasie 
dink ek tog sy mag dalk meer selfvertroue kry so mettertyd.  
I OK, so dink jy, dink jy dat die identifisering van karaktereienskappe het iets om te bied vir 
onderwysers, leerders en die hele skool in terme van inklusiewe onderrig? 
P4 Ek dink vir seker so. Jy weet, as ‘n mens nou net dink aan die volwasse situasie waar mens in 
die korporatiewe wêreld is en jy identifiseer verskillende leiers en persoonlikheidstipes, en 
die werk en die opdragte en goed word só gegee sodat dit pas by daardie spesifieke persoon, 
dan kan ek dink dat dit in ‘n klassituasie met die kinders ook só sal werk. 
I So die verskeidenheid van aanbieding van die kurrikulum is ‘n baie goeie manier om te 
diversifiseer in jou klaskamer waar jy nou verskillende opdragte vir verskillende kinders gee. 
En dan die karaktereienskappe as sulks, dink jy dit is ‘n middel wat jou baie gaan help om 
daardie ding reg te kry? 
P4 Vir seker, want ek probeer gewoonlik, veral met groepwerk of in ‘n gewone klassituasie maar 
dan deel ek die vrae so uit, dan probeer ek die visuele leerder en die ouditiewe leerder en 
die kinestetiese leerder en, jy weet, daardie tipe van goed probeer ek inwerk. Maar as jy nou 
– jy weet, want dan gaan jy volgens dit wat jy nou maar agtergekom het in hulle skryfwerk of 
sien as ‘n ou goed doen in luisteroefening dan dink jy, OK, hy is dalk bietjie meer ouditief. 
Dan, jy weet, dan deel jy hulle half só in of jy verander jou vrae maar daarvolgens. Maar as jy 
nou hierdie temperamente geïdentifiseer het, dan dink ek gaan jy dit nog beter kan doen.  
I OK. Ja, want dis eintlik half nou aanvullend, né? 
P4 Ja. Want ek bedoel ons word gedwing om diversiteit in die klas in te bring, maar dis nie altyd 
maklik nie. 
I Ja, ja. Watter ander praktyk of watter ander tools kan ek nou maar so gebruik jy om 




P4 Weet jy, ek gebruik maar die tegnologie en soos ek sê, ek probeer die kinders indeel in 
daardie verskillende leerprofiele. En dan verander ek die vrae maar daarvolgens, dan gee ek 
die opdragte daarvolgens. Iemand wat byvoorbeeld ‘n kinestetiese leerder is sal ek vra om 
iets op die bord te kom doen. 
I OK, want dis nou interessant, want nou sê jy dis dalk ‘n kinestetiese leerder en hy moet nou 
iets op die bord kom doen, maar sê nou dis nou ‘n denneboom wat nie hou van die kollig nie.  
P4 Presies, dan sal ek nou vir daardie persoon sê nou maar sê hoor hier, maak jy gou vir ons ‘n 
lysie van wat jy dink alles gaan nodig wees. Of ja, skryf jy gou vir ons die instruksies neer wat 
jy dink wat nodig is vir hierdie volgende teks. Dis iemand wat beplan.  
I Ja, so dit verander so bietjie jou approach maar jy kan dit nogsteeds aanvullend gebruik tot 
jou diversifisering.  
P4 Daar’s hy. Ja. Ja, ja.  
I OK. Susan, in jou eie woorde, ek is nou weer by ‘n definisie [lag]. Kan jy vir my vertel wat is 
inklusiewe onderwys vir jou? 
P4 [Sug] [Lag] In my eie woorde, sê jy. Jisterday, om inklusief te – inklusiewe onderwys beteken 
maar net om alle tipe kinders te akkommodeer in die kurrikulum. Met ander woorde, op alle 
vlakke. Dan neem jy nou agtergrond en kultuur en ontwikkeling en intelleksie en alles in ag. 
I OK. Tall order, né? 
P4 Dit is nogal, ja. 
I En praktiesgewys, is dit moontlik in ‘n klaskamer? 
P4 Weet jy, ‘n mens probeer dit maar doen sover as moontlik, veral die maatskaplike gevalle. 
Mens het net nie altyd genoeg tyd om dit te doen nie, maar ons probeer. 
I Ja. En as ek nou byvoorbeeld van buite af inkom as opvoedkundige sielkundige en ek kom 
bied nou aan die begin van elke jaar hierdie ding aan om die kinders se karaktereienskappe 
vir julle te help identifiseer, watter waarde dink jy het dit as ‘n staff ontwikkelingsprogram 
eintlik vir die skool? 
P4 Weet jy, omdat ons baie ingestel is daarop om ‘n kind te ontwikkel, om sy – te help om sy 
volle potensiaal te ontwikkel, dink ek dis ‘n baie goeie grondkennis om te hê. Want dit help 
jou nie om bevooroordelend te wees nie en dit help jou om sterkpunte doelbewus te 
identifiseer. En dan kan jy mos toets. Jy weet, volgens die profiel wat jy nou gekry het. As jy 
sekere goed met die kind doen en die kind op ‘n sekere manier hanteer, of dit reg is en of dit 
natuurlik kom en of dit sy sterkpunte ontwikkel of sterker laat uitkom en of dit sy swakpunte, 
of jy hom kan help om dit te ontwikkel as jy sekere goed doen, omdat jy weet dit kom nie 




I OK, en jy noem nou van dit kan help om die kind se volle potensiaal te ontwikkel. Volgens 
jou, wat is volle potensiaal van die kind? Op watter vlakke? 
P4 Dis op alle vlakke. Dit is nie net wat my betref akademies nie. Dit strek na sport en kultuur 
toe ook. En selfs ‘n kind wat aan niks deelneem nie kan jy op ‘n manier intrek dat daar iets is 
wat hy kan doen wat goed is. Al is dit net iemand wat jy kan vertrou om boodskappe na 
ander onderwysers toe te stuur. 
I OK, nou as – so met ander woorde, dis nie net akademies nie, dis op emosionele vlak, fisiese 
vlak, al daardie vlakke.  
P4 Ja nee, vir seker.  
I Laat ek net gou seker maak. So dink jy, as ons nou afsluit, dink jy dat character strengths as 
‘n ontwikkeling vir onderwysers, die inisiatief, dink jy dit is die moeite werd om dit te 
implementeer? 
P4 Ek dink vir seker so. Weet jy, net die feit dat jy half eintlik iemand beter – ook vir mekaar, 
want jy leer iemand beter verstaan en jy waardeer hom vir wie hy is.  
I OK. So dit gaan verder as net die kind? 
P4 Ja. 
I Dit gaan met julle as kollegas ook? 
P4 Ja, nee vir seker.  
I Dink jy die res van jou kollegagroep gaan so ‘n ding waardeer, die res van hulle wat nou nie 
hierdie ding bygewoon het nie. 
P4 Ek dink nogal so. Oor die algemeen is almal nogal keen om nuwe goed te leer. 
I Maar dit moet seker waarde toeheg aan, want julle het so min tyd.  
P4 Dit is die ding, ja. Kyk, as jy vir enigiemand sê hulle moet ‘n kursus bywoon, dan staan al hulle 
hare regop, want ons programme is verskriklik vol. Ek bedoel, ons het ook eintlik half só 
gereageer aan die begin. 
I Ek weet [lag]. En Susan, weet jy, ek verstaan dit honderd persent. Jou tyd is só kosbaar as 
onderwyseres, maar as ‘n mens die waarde van hierdie ding besef, is julle nou bly julle het 
dit gedoen? 
P4 Ja, ek is vir seker bly, want weet jy wat, selfs as ek net na myself kyk, jy verstaan hoekom jy – 
want partykeer kan ek myself só kwaad maak, né, en dan so irriteer en hoekom het ek nou 
weer so en so. Maar nou verstaan ek hoekom [lag]. Ek verstaan partykeer moet ek miskien 
dalk net so ‘n bietjie terughou, of wat ook al. 
I OK. Susan, dis dit, ons is klaar. Baie dankie, ek waardeer jou tyd verskriklik. Ek gaan nou – ek 




afgehandel het, sal ek dit vir julle stuur, en dan kan ons maar kyk wat gebeur van daar af. Ek 
is besig om uit te figure hoe ek die intervensie gaan hanter met COVID. 
P4 Ja, dit sal interessant wees, want ek gee vir een van daardie klasse klas. So dit sal vir my 
nogal lekker wees. 
I Ja, nee dit sal goed wees om hulle dan nou definitief te pinpoint en ja, dan moet ons nou kyk 
wat gebeur met die lockdown. Maar ek sal dan nou dalk – ek sal kyk wat sê my supervisor 
maar ek gaan dalk so een of twee goedjies net moet clarify, ekskuus nou vir die Engels. Maar 
dit sal ‘n vinnige voicenote wees, so dit is nie ekstra moeite of tyd nie. Maar as dit – dis nou 
as dit nodig is enigsins.  
P4 Ja, ja. Nee, vir seker. 
























































APPENDIX H: INFORMED CONSENT FROM THE PRINCIPAL 
 
UNIVERSITY OF JOHANNESBURG 
Faculty of Education  
Department of Educational Psychology 
          
          Headmaster Informed Consent Form for School Participation in Research Project 
 




Thank you for your willingness to allow seven grade 7 teachers at Laerskool Tygerpoort to 
take part in this research project that will form part of the completion for the masters’ degree 
in Educational Psychology. 
 
Please complete the form: 
 
I (participant name and surname), ___________________________________, agree that the 
following grade seven educators: 
 
- Adelia Coetzee 
- Bianca Fourie 
- Chené Venter 
- Jacques du Plessis 
- André Scott 
- Susan Kruger 
- Mariaan Ferreira 
 
may participate in the research project titled Teachers’ perceptions of character strengths for 
learner support, conducted by Eugenie Eloff.  
 
I allow Eugenie to use the Tall Trees Questionnaire to identify character strengths in Grade 7 
learners whose parents signed the consent form and to implement an intervention for the 
purpose of exploring the perceptions of the participant grade 7 teachers with regards to 
identifying and utilising character strengths as support for learners.  
 
Eugenie has discussed the research project with me and I understand the nature of the study. 
I have received, read and kept a copy of the information letter. I have had the opportunity to 
ask questions about this research and I have received satisfactory answers. I understand the 










I hereby give my consent for the research study to be conducted at Laerskool Tygerpoort. 
 
 
_____________________________     __________________ 
 
























APPENDIX I: INFORMED CONSENT FROM PARTICIPATING 
TEACHERS 
 
UNIVERSITY OF JOHANNESBURG 
Faculty of Education  
Department of Educational Psychology 
          
          Teacher Informed Consent Form for Participation in Research Project 
 




Thank you for your willingness to take part in this research project that will form part of the 
completion for the masters’ degree in Educational Psychology. 
 
Please complete the form: 
 
I (participant name and surname), ___________________________________, voluntarily 
agree to participate in the research project titled Teachers’ perceptions of character strengths 
for learner support, conducted by Eugenie Eloff. She has discussed the research project with 
me, and I understand the nature of the study. 
  
I have received, read, and kept a copy of the information letter. I have had the opportunity to 
ask questions about this research and I have received satisfactory answers. I understand the 
general purposes and methods of this research. 
 
I understand that participation involves the following and I give consent to the following 
procedures (please tick in the box): 
 
 
• I agree to partake in individual and focus group interviews of 30-45min each 
at the commencement of the study as well as at the conclusion of the study. 
 
• I agree to my interview being audiotaped in order to assist in data analysis and 
to reinforce trustworthiness. Audio will be destroyed after the data analysis. 
 
• I understand that everything said and discussed during the interviews will be 
kept confidential, private and anonymous. My identity will not be revealed to 











_____________________________________    _____________ 
Signature of research participant      Date 
 
• The interviews will take place at a time suited to me and the researcher, 
without imposing on my responsibilities at school or my professional duties. 
Interviews will be conducted at a venue at the school. 
 
 
• I agree to attend a staff development workshop for 4 hours. It will be arranged 
at a time suited to the group of participants, without imposing on academic 
time or professional duties.  
 
• I may be asked to keep a record of my experiences in the classroom. It will be 
in diary format and will be supplied by the researcher. Clear instructions will 
be given for the completion of the diary.  
 
• My participation is voluntary, and I may withdraw from the study at any time 
and without stating a reason for withdrawal if I so wish. There will be no 
consequences in case I decide to withdraw. 
 
• I understand that extracts from my interview may be quoted in the minor 
dissertation. This will be done by changing my name and disguising any 
information that may reveal my identity or the identity of the people I talk 
about. 
 
• I understand that I am free to contact any people who are involved in the 





        
Dr M van der Merwe (DEd)       
Research Supervisor 
22 January 2020  
 
          
EM Eloff         
Student Educational Psychologist 
PS S 0150592 
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